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Before philosophy, in the strict sense of abstract, 
critical and methodical thought, came into being, 
man’s speculations, when they turned to the peren¬ 
nial problems of self and the universe, were ex¬ 
pressed in myths. These myths are not mere stories, 
nor do they merely disguise an abstract truth. They 
represent a peculiar form of concrete thought, 
which should be analysed before the attempt is 
made to understand the mind of Ancient Man, his 
moral and religious preoccupations. 

The authors, who have concentrated on the two 
oldest civilizations known— those of Egypt and 
Mesopotamia — have not shirked the first task. Just 
because they aimed at a deeper understanding of 
the Egyptian and Mesopotamian points of view in 
matters of life and death, the function of the State 
and the nature of the phenomenal world, they have 
taken the problem of myth seriously. 

They have discussed the emergence of Greek 
philosophy in order to stress the gulf which separ¬ 
ates the habits of thought of the Greeks from those 
of their predecessors. 
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PREFACE 


This book is an attempt to understand the view which the 
ancient peoples of Egypt and Mesopotamia took of the world 
in which they lived. They were the most civilized people of 
their time; and they have left us a rich and varied literature 
which has been deciphered to a large extent during the last 
hundred years. But the modern reader, confronted with the 
translations, will in most cases feel that the deeper meaning 
eludes him. This is true even of many texts dealing with the 
norms of human behaviour - the so-called ‘wisdom literature’ 
of which the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes in the Old 
Testament are familiar examples. It is certainly true of the great 
official inscriptions in which rulers define their task or record 
their achievements. And it is most conspicuously true of those 
writings which claim to elucidate the nature of the universe. 
For these assume throughout the form of myths, and the med¬ 
ley of tales about gods seem to lack a common viewpoint 
altogether. 

Yet nothing is more misleading (though nothing is more 
common) than a piecemeal interpretation of myths, based on 
the tacit assumption that the Ancients were preoccupied with 
problems very similar to ours, and that their myths represent 
a charming but immature way of answering them. We have 
tried to show in our first chapter that such an assumption 
simply ignores the gulf which separates our habits of thought, 
our modes of experience, from those remote civilizations, even 
in cases where man faced perennial problems: the problem of 
man in nature, the problem of fate, the problem of death. We 
have attempted to penetrate into this alien world of ‘mytho- 
poeic’ - myth-making - thought and to analyse its peculiar 
logic, its imaginative and its emotional character. The reader 
may find this first chapter the most difficult to follow and he 
may prefer to read it after the main sections of the book, in 
which the myths and beliefs of Egyptians and Mesopotamians 
are concretely described. 
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In the last chapter we have described how the Hebrews re¬ 
duced the mythical element in their religion to a minimum, 
and how the Greeks evolved critical from mythopoeic thought. 
This chapter has given rise, among some reviewers of our 
American edition, to the misconception that we sing the praise 
of rationalism or equate religion with superstition. We may 
state, then, emphatically that we are fully aware of the creative 
function of myth as a living cultural force, and one which sus¬ 
tains in greater or lesser degree all religious or metaphysical 
thought. In any case it should be clear that we have conceived 
of myth throughout as a matter of high seriousness. 

At the end of each chapter appear Notes referring profes¬ 
sional readers to our sources, and Selected Readings for those 
unfamiliar with our subject. The translations of ancient texts 
in each chapter are made by the respective authors except 
where their source is indicated in the notes; but Mrs H. A. 
Groenewegen Frankfort is responsible for the poetical render¬ 
ings of the translations from Sumerian and Akkadian in 
Chapters V-VII. 


INTRODUCTION 


H. and H. A. Frankfort 






CHAPTER I 


Myth and Reality 

If we look for ‘speculative thought’ in the documents of the 
ancients, we shall be forced to admit that there is very little 
indeed in our written records which deserves the name of 
‘thought’ in the strict sense of that term. There are very few 
passages which show the discipline, the cogency of reasoning, 
which we associate with thinking. The thought of the ancient 
Near East appears wrapped in imagination. We consider it 
tainted with fantasy. But the ancients would not have admitted 
that anything could be abstracted from the concrete imagi¬ 
native forms which they left us. 

We should remember that even for us speculative thought 
is less rigidly disciplined than any other form. Speculation - as 
the etymology of the word shows - is an intuitive, an almost 
visionary, mode of apprehension. This does not mean, of 
course, that it is mere irresponsible meandering of the mind, 
which ignores reality or seeks to escape from its problems. 
Speculative thought transcends experience, but only because 
it attempts to explain, to unify, to order experience. It achieves 
this end by means of hypotheses. If we use the word in its 
original sense, then we may say that speculative thought at¬ 
tempts to underpin the chaos of experience so that it may reveal 
the features of a structure - order, coherence, and meaning. 

Speculative thought is therefore distinct from mere idle 
speculation in that it never breaks entirely away from experi¬ 
ence. It may be ‘once removed’ from the problems of experi¬ 
ence, but it is connected with them in that it tries to explain 
them. 

In our own time speculative thought finds its scope more 
severely limited than it has been at any other period. For we 
possess in science another instrument for the interpretation of 
experience, one that has achieved marvels -and retains its full 
fascination. We do not allow speculative thought, under any 
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circumstances, to encroach upon the sacred precincts of sci¬ 
ence. It must not trespass on the realm of verifiable fact; and it 
must never pretend to a dignity higher than that of working 
hypotheses, even in the fields in which it is permitted some 
scope. 

Where, then, is speculative thought allowed to range today? 
Its main concern is with man - his nature and his problems, 
his values and his destiny. For man does not quite succeed in 
becoming a scientific object to himself. His need of transcend- 
ing chaotic experience and conflicting facts leads him to seek 
a metaphysical hypothesis that may clarify his urgent prob¬ 
lems. On the subject of his ‘self’ man will, most obstinately, 
speculate - even today. 

* 

When we turn to the ancient Near East in search of similar 
efforts, two correlated facts become apparent. In the first place, 
we find that speculation found unlimited possibilities for 
development; it was not restricted by a scientific (that is, a 
disciplined) search for truth. In the second place, we notice 
that the realm of nature and the realm of man were not distin¬ 
guished. 

The ancients, like the modern savages, saw man always as 
part of society, and society as imbedded in nature and depen¬ 
dent upon cosmic forces. For them nature and man did not 
stand in opposition and did not, therefore, have to be appre¬ 
hended by different modes of cognition. We shall see, in fact, 
in the course of this book, that natural phenomena were regu¬ 
larly conceived in terms of human experience and that human 
experience was conceived in terms of cosmic events. We touch 
here upon a distinction between the ancients and us which is 
of the utmost significance for our inquiry. 

The fundamental difference between the attitudes of modern 
and ancient man as regards the surrounding world is this: for 
modern, scientific man the phenomenal world is primarily an 
TF; for ancient - and also for primitive - man it is a ‘Thou 5 . 

This formulation goes far beyond the usual ‘animistic 5 or 
personalistic 5 interpretations. It shows up, in fact, the in¬ 
adequacies of these commonly accepted theories. For a relation 
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between T and ‘Thou 5 is absolutely sui generis . We can best 
explain its unique quality by comparing it with two other 
modes of cognition: the relation between subject and object 
and the relation that exists when I ‘understand 5 another living 
being. 

The correlation ‘subject-object 5 is, of course, the basis of all 
scientific thinking; it alone makes scientific knowledge pos¬ 
sible. The second mode of cognition is the curiously direct 
knowledge which we gain when we ‘understand 5 a creature 
confronting us - its fear, let us say, or its anger. This, by the 
way, is a form of knowledge which we have the honour of 
sharing with the animals. 

The differences between an I-and-Thou relationship and 
these two other relationships are as follows: In determining 
the identity of an object, a person is active. In ‘understanding 5 
a fellow-creature, on the other hand, a man' or an animal is 
essentially passive, whatever his subsequent action may turn 
out to be. For at first he receives an impression. This type of 
knowledge is therefore direct, emotional, and inarticulate. 
Intellectual knowledge, on the contrary, is emotionally in¬ 
different and articulate. 

Now the knowledge which ‘I 5 has of‘Thou 5 hovers between 
the active judgment and the passive ‘undergoing of an impres¬ 
sion 5 ; between the intellectual and the emotional, the articulate 
and the inarticulate. ‘Thou 5 may be problematic, yet ‘Thou 5 is 
somewhat transparent. ‘Thou 5 is a live presence, whose quali¬ 
ties and potentialities can be made somewhat articulate - not 
as a result of active inquiry but because ‘Thou 5 , as a presence, 
reveals itself. 

There is yet another important difference. ^An object, an 
‘It 5 , can always be scientifically related to other objects and 
appear as part of a group or a series. In this manner science 
insists on seeing ‘It 5 ; hence, science is able to comprehend 
objects and events as ruled by universal laws which make their 
behaviour under given circumstances predictable. ‘Thou 5 , on 
the other hand, is unique. ‘Thou 5 has the unprecedented, un¬ 
paralleled, and unpredictable character of an individual, a 
presence known only in so far as it reveals itself. ‘Thou 5 , more- 
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between T and ‘Thou’ is absolutely sui generis . We can best 
explain its unique quality by comparing it with two other 
modes of cognition: the relation between subject and object 
and the relation that exists when I ‘understand’ another living 
being. 

The correlation ‘subject-object’ is, of course, the basis of all 
scientific thinking; it alone makes scientific knowledge pos¬ 
sible. The second mode of cognition is the curiously direct 
knowledge which we gain when we ‘understand’ a creature 
confronting us - its fear, let us say, or its anger. This, by the 
way, is a form of knowledge which we have the honour of 
sharing with the animals. 

The differences between an I-and-Thou relationship and 
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the identity of an object, a person is active. In ‘understanding’ 
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over, is not merely contemplated or understood but is experi- 
enced emotionally in a dynamic reciprocal relationship. For 
these reasons there is justification for the aphorism of Craw¬ 
ley: ‘Primitive man has only one mode of thought, one mode 
of expression, one part of speech - the personal.’ This does 
not mean (as is so often thought) that primitive man, in order 
to explain natural phenomena, imparts human characteristics 
to an inanimate world. Primitive man simply does not know 
an inanimate world. For this very reason he does not ‘per¬ 
sonify’ inanimate phenomena nor does he fill an empty world 
with the ghosts of the dead, as ‘animism’ would have us 
believe. 

' w °dd appears to primitive man neither inanimate nor 

empty but redundant with life; and life has individuality, in 
man and beast and plant, and in every phenomenon which 
confronts man - the thunderclap, the sudden shadow, the 
eerie and unknown clearing in the wood, the stone which sud¬ 
denly hurts him when he stumbles while on a hunting trip. 
Any phenomenon may at any time face him, not as ‘It’, but as 
Thou . In this confrontation, ‘Thou’ reveals its individuality, 
its qualities, its will. ‘Thou’ is not contemplated with intel¬ 
lectual detachment; it is experienced as life confronting life, 
involving every faculty of man in a reciprocal relationship. 
Thoughts, no less than acts and feelings, are subordinated to 
this experience. 

* 

We are here concerned particularly with thought. It is likely 
that the ancients recognized certain intellectual problems and 
asked for the ‘why’ and ‘how’, the ‘where from’ and ‘where 
to.’ Even so, we cannot expect in the ancient Near Eastern 
documents to find speculation in the predominantly intellec¬ 
tual form with which we are familiar and which presupposes 
strictly logical procedure even while attempting to transcend 
it. We have seen that in the ancient Near East, as in present- 
day primitive society, thought does not operate autonomously. 
The whole man confronts a living ‘Thou’ in nature;- and the 
whole man - emotional and imaginative as well as intellectual 
- gives expression to the experience. All experience of‘Thou’ 
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is highly individual; and early man does, in fact, view happen¬ 
ings as individual events. An account of such events and also 
their explanation can be conceived only as action and neces¬ 
sarily take the form of a story. In other words, the ancients 
told myths instead of presenting an analysis or conclusions. 
We would explain, for instance, that certain atmospheric 
changes broke a drought and brought about rain. The Baby-* 
lonians observed the same facts but experienced them as the 
intervention of the gigantic bird Imdugud which came to their 
rescue. It covered the sky with the black storm clouds of its 
wings and devoured the Bull of Heaven, whose hot breath had 
scorched the crops. 

In telling such a myth, the ancients did not intend to pro¬ 
vide entertainment. Neither did they seek, in a detached way 
and without ulterior motives, for intelligible explanations of 
the natural phenomena. They were recounting events in which 
they were involved to the extent of their very existence. They 
experienced, directly, a conflict of powers, one hostile to the 
harvest upon which they depended, the other frightening but 
beneficial: the thunderstorm reprieved them in the nick of 
time by defeating and utterly destroying the drought. The 
images had already become traditional at the time when we 
meet them in art and literature, but originally they must have 
been seen in the revelation which the experience entailed. They 
are products of imagination, but they are not mere fantasy. It 
is essential that true myth be distinguished from legend, saga, 
fable, and fairy tale. All these may retain elements of the myth. 
And it may also happen that a baroque or frivolous imagina¬ 
tion elaborates myths until they become mere stories. But true 
myth presents its images and its imaginary actors, not with the 
playfulness of fantasy, but with a compelling authority. It 
perpetuates the revelation of a ‘Thou’. 

The imagery of myth is therefore by no means allegory. It 
is nothing less than a carefully chosen cloak for abstract 
thought. The imagery is inseparable from the thought. It 
represents the form in which the experience has become con¬ 
scious. 

Myth, then, is to be taken seriously, because it reveals a 
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significant, if unverifiable, truth - we might say a metaphysical 
truth. But myth has not the universality and the lucidity of 
theoretical statement. It is concrete, though it claims to be in- 
assailable in its validity. It claims recognition by the faithful; 
it does not pretend to justification before the critical. 

The irrational aspect of myth becomes especially clear when 
we remember that the ancients were not content merely to 
recount their myths as stories conveying information. They 
dramatized them, acknowledging in them a special virtue 
which could be activated by recital. 

Of the dramatization of myth, Holy Communion is a well- 
known example. Another example is found in Babylonia. 
During each New Year’s festival the Babylonians re-enacted 
the victory which Marduk had won over the powers of chaos 
on the first New Year’s Day, when the world was created. At 
the annual festival the Epic of Creation was recited. It is clear 
that the Babylonians did not regard their story of creation as 
we might accept the theory of Laplace, for instance, as an 
intellectually satisfying account of how the world came to be 
as it is. Ancient man had not thought out an answer; an 
answer had been revealed to him in a reciprocal relationship 
with nature. If a question had been answered, man shared that 
answer with the ‘Thou’ which had revealed itself. Hence, it 
seemed wise that man, each year, at the critical turn of the sea¬ 
sons, should proclaim the knowledge which he shared with 
the powers, in order to involve them once more in its potent 
truth. 

We may, then, summarize the complex character of myth in 
the following words: Myth is a form of poetry which tran¬ 
scends poetry in that it proclaims a truth; a form of reasoning 
which transcends reasoning in that it wants to bring about the 
truth it proclaims; a form of action, of ritual behaviour, which 
does not find its fulfilment in the act but must proclaim and 
elaborate a poetic form of truth. 

* 

It will now be clear why we said at the beginning of this 
chapter that our search for speculative thought in the ancient 
Near East might lead to negative results. The detachment of 
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intellectual inquiry is wanting throughout. And yet, within the 
framework of mythopoeic thought, speculation may set in. 
Even early man, entangled in the immediacy of his percep¬ 
tions, recognized the existence of certain problems which tran¬ 
scend the phenomena. He recognized the problem of origin 
and the problem oitelos, of the aim and purpose of being. He 
recognized the invisible order of justice maintained by his 
customs, mores, institutions; and he connected this invisible 
order with the visible order, with its succession of days and 
nights, seasons and years, obviously maintained by- the sun. 
Early man even pondered the hierarchy of the different powers 
which he recognized in nature. In the Memphite Theology, 
which will be discussed in chapter ii, the Egyptians, at one 
point, reduced the multiplicity of the divine to a truly mono¬ 
theistic conception and spiritualized the concept of creation. 
Nevertheless, they spoke the language of myth. The teachings 
of such documents can be termed ‘speculative’ in recognition 
of their intention, if not of their performance. 

To give an example, let us anticipate our colleagues and 
consider various possible answers to the question of how the 
world came into being. Some modern primitives, the Shilluk,. 
in many respects related to the ancient Egyptians, give the 
following answer to this question: ‘In the beginning was Ju-ok 
the Great Creator, and he created a great white cow who came 
up out of the Nile and was called Deung Adok. The white 
cow gave birth to a man-child whom she nursed and named 
Kola .’ 1 Of such a story (and there are many of this type) we 
can say that apparently any form which relates the coming into 
being as a concretely imagined event satisfies the inquirer. 
There is no shadow of speculative thought here. Instead there 
is immediacy of vision - concrete, unquestioned, inconse¬ 
quential. ... . 

We move one step farther if the creation is imagined, not in 
a purely fantastic manner, but by analogy with human con¬ 
ditions. Creation is then conceived as birth; and the simplest 
form is the postulate of a primeval couple as the parents of all 
that exists. It seems that for the Egyptians, as for the Greeks 
and the Maoris, Earth and Sky were the primeval pair. 
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The'next step, this time one which leads in the direction of 
speculative thought, is taken when creation is conceived as the 
action of one of the parents. It may be conceived of as birth 
by a Great Mother, either a goddess, as in Greece, or a demon, 
as in Babylonia. Alternatively it is possible to conceive crea¬ 
tion as the act of a male. In Egypt, for instance, the god Atum 
arose unaided from the primeval waters and started the crea¬ 
tion of cosmos out of chaos by begetting on himself the first 
pair of gods. 

In all these creation stories we remain in the realm of myth, 
even though an element of speculation can be discerned. But 
we move into the sphere of speculative thought - albeit myth- 
opoeic speculative thought - when it is said that Atum was the 
Creator; that his eldest children were Shu and Tefnut, Air and 
Moisture; that their children were Geb and Nut, Earth and 
Sky; and their children, again, the four gods of the Osiris 
cycle through whom (since Osiris was the dead king as well 
as god) society is related to the cosmic powers. In this story 
of creation we find a definite cosmological system as the out¬ 
come of speculation. 

Nor does this remain an isolated instance in Egypt. Even 
chaos itself became a subject of speculation. It was said that 
the primeval waters were inhabited by eight weird creatures," 
four frogs and four snakes, male and female, who brought 
forth Atum the sun-god and creator. This group of eight, this 
Ogdoad, was part, not of the created order, but of chaos itself, 
as the names show. The first pair was Nun and Naunet, prime¬ 
val, formless Ocean and primeval Matter; the second pair was 
Huh and Hauhet, the Illimitable and the Boundless. Then 
came Kuk and Kauket, Darkness and Obscurity; and, finally, 
Amon and Amaunet, the Hidden and Concealed ones - prob¬ 
ably the wind. For the wind ‘bloweth where it listeth and thou 
hearest the sound thereof but canst not tell whence it cometh 
and whither it goeth* (Johniii :8), Here, surely, is speculative 
thought in mythological guise. 

We also find speculative thought in Babylonia, where chaos 
is conceived, not as a friendly and co-operative Ogdoad which 
brings forth the creator. Sun, but as the enemy of life and 
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order. After TPamat, the Great Mother, had given birth to 
countless beings, including the gods, the latter, under the 
guidance of Marduk, fought a critical battle in which she was 
overcome and destroyed. And out of her the existing universe 
was constructed. The Babylonian placed that conflict at the 
basis of existence. 

Throughout the ancient Near East, then, we find specula¬ 
tive thought in the form of myth. We have seen how the 
attitude of early man toward the phenomena explains his 
mythopoeic form of thought. But, in order to understand its 
peculiarities more fully, we should consider the form it takes 
in somewhat greater detail. 

THE LOGIC OF MYTHOPOEIC THOUGHT 

We have hitherto been at pains to show that for primitive man 
thoughts are not autonomous, that they remain involved in 
the curious attitude toward the phenomenal world which we 
have called a confrontation of life with life. Indeed, we shall 
find that our categories of intellectual judgment often do not 
apply to the complexes of cerebration and volition which con¬ 
stitute mythopoeic thought. And yet the word ‘logic’ as used 
above is justified. The ancients expressed their ‘emotional 
thought’ (as we might call it) in terms of cause and effect; they 
explained phenomena in terms of time and space and number. 
The form of their reasoning is far less alien to ours than is 
often believed. They could reason logically; but they did not 
often care to do it. For the detachment which a purely intel¬ 
lectual attitude implies is hardly compatible with their most 
significant experience of reality. Scholars who have proved at 
length that primitive man has a ‘prelogical’ mode of thinking 
are likely to refer to magic or religious practice, thus forgetting 
that they apply the Kantian categories, not to pure reasoning, 
but to highly emotional acts. 

We shall find that if we attempt to define the structure of 
mythopoeic thought and compare it with that of modern (that 
is, scientific) thought, the differences will prove to be due 
rather to emotional attitude and intention than to a so-called 
prelogical mentality. The basic distinction of modern thought 
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is that between subjective objective. On this distinction scien¬ 
tific thought has based a critical and analytical procedure by 
which it progressively reduces the individual phenomena to 
typical events subject to universal laws. Thus it creates an 
increasingly wide gulf between our perception of the pheno¬ 
mena and the conceptions by which we make them compre¬ 
hensible. We see the sun rise and set, but we think of the earth 
as moving round the sun. We see colours, but we describe 
them as wave-lengths. We dream of a dead relative, but we 
think of that distinct vision as a product of our own sub¬ 
conscious minds. Even if we individually are unable to prove 
these almost unbelievable scientific views to be true, we accept 
them, because we know that they can be proved to possess 
a greater degree of objectivity than our sense-impressions. In 
the immediacy of primitive experience, however, there is no 
room for such a critical resolution of perceptions. Primitive 
man cannot withdraw from the presence of the phenomena 
because they reveal themselves to him in the manner we have 
described. Hence the distinction between subjective and objec¬ 
tive knowledge is meaningless to him. 

Meaningless, also, is our contrast between reality and ap¬ 
pearance. Whatever is capable of affecting mind, feeling, or 
will has thereby established its undoubted reality. There is,'for 
instance, no reason why dreams should be considered less real 
than impressions received while one is awake. On the con¬ 
trary, dreams often affect one so much more than the hum¬ 
drum events of daily life that they appear to be more, and not 
less, significant than the usual perceptions. The Babylonians, 
like the Greeks, sought divine guidance by passing the night 
in a sacred place hoping for a revelation in dreams. And 
pharaohs, too, have recorded that dreams induced them to 
undertake certain works. Hallucinations, too, are real. We find 
in the official annals of Assarhaddon of Assyria 2 a record of 
fabulous monsters - two-headed serpents and green, winged 
creatures - which the exhausted troops had seen in the most 
trying section of their march, the arid Sinai Desert. We may 
recall that the Greeks saw the Spirit of the Plain of Marathon 
arisen in the fateful battle against the Persians. As to monsters. 


the Egyptians of the Middle Kingdom, as much horrified by 
the desert as are their modern descendants, depicted dragons, 
griffins, and chimeras among gazelles, foxes, and other desert 
game, on a footing of perfect equality. 

Just as there was no sharp distinction among dreams, hallu¬ 
cinations, and ordinary vision, there was no sharp separation 
between the living and the dead. The survival of the dead and 
their continued relationship with man were assumed as a 
matter of course, for the dead were involved in the indubitable 
reality of man’s own anguish, expectation, or resentment. ‘To 
be effective’ to the mythopceic mind means the same as ‘to be.’ 

Symbols are treated in the same way. The primitive uses 
symbols as much as we do; but he can no more conceive them 
as signifying, yet separate from, the gods or powers than he 
can consider a relationship established in his mind - such as 
resemblance - as connecting, and yet separate from, the objects 
compared. Hence there is coalescence of the symbol and what 
it signifies, as there is coalescence of two objects compared so 
that one may stand for the other. 

In a similar manner we can explain the curious figure of 
thought pars pro toto y ‘a part can stand for the whole’; a name, 
a lock of hair, or a shadow can stand for the man because at 
any moment the lock of hair or shadow may be felt by the 
primitive to be pregnant with the full significance of the man. 
It may confront him with a ‘Thou’ which bears the physiog¬ 
nomy of its owner. 

An example of the coalescence of a symbol and the thing it 
stands for is the treating of a person’s name as an essential part 
of him - as if it were, in a way, identical with him. We have 
a number of pottery bowls which Egyptian kings of the 
Middle Kingdom had inscribed with the names of hostile 
tribes in Palestine, Libya, and Nubia; the names of their 
rulers; and the names of certain rebellious Egyptians. These 
bowls were solemnly smashed at a ritual, possibly at the funeral 
of the king’s predecessor; and the object of this ritual was 
explicitly stated. It was that all these enemies, obviously out 
of the pharaoh’s reach, should die. But if we call the ritual act 
of the breaking of the bowls symbolical, we miss the point. 
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The Egyptians felt that real harm was done to the enemies by 
the destruction of their names. The occasion was even used to 
cast a propitious spell of wider scope. After the names of the 
hostile men, who were enumerated ‘that they should die’, were 
added such phrases as: ‘all detrimental thought, all detri¬ 
mental talk, all detrimental dreams, all detrimental plans, all 
detrimental strife’, etc. Mentioning these things on the bowls 
to be smashed diminished their actual power to hurt the king 
or lessen his authority. 

For us there is an essential difference between an act and 
a ritual or symbolical performance. But this distinction was 
meaningless to the ancients. Gudea, a Mesopotamian ruler, 
describing the founding of a temple, mentions in one breath 
that he moulded a brick in clay, purified the site with fire, and 
consecrated the platform with oil. When the Egyptians claim 
that Osiris, and the Babylonians that Oannes, gave them the 
elements of their culture, they include among those elements 
the crafts and agriculture as well as ritual usages. These two 
groups of activities possess the same degree of reality. It would 
be meaningless to ask a Babylonian whether the success of the 
harvest depended on the skill of the farmers or on the correct 
performance of the New Year’s festival. Both were essential 
to success. 

Just as the imaginary is acknowledged as existing in reality, 
so concepts are likely to be substantialized. A man who has 
courage or eloquence possesses these qualities almost as sub¬ 
stances of which he can be robbed or which he can share with 
others. The concept of ‘justice’ or ‘equity’ is in Egypt called 
mcfat ' The inouth is the temple of mfiat. Mantis per¬ 

sonified as a goddess; but at the same time it is said that the 
gods live by ma Q at? This concept is represented quite con¬ 
cretely: in the daily ritual the gods are offered a figure of the 
goddess, together with the other material offerings, food and 
drink, for their sustenance. Here we meet the paradox of 
mythopoeic thought. Though it does not know dead matter 
and confronts a world animated from end to end, it is unable 
to leave the scope of the concrete and renders its own concepts 
as realities existing per se. r 
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An excellent example of this tendency toward concreteness 
is the primitive conception of death. Death is not, as for us, 
an event - the act or fact of dying, as Webster has it. It is 
somehow a substantial reality. Thus we read in the Egyptian 
Pyramid Texts a description of the beginning of things which 
runs as follows: 

When heaven had not yet come into existence. 

When men had not yet come into existence. 

When gods had not yet been bom. 

When death had not yet come into existence. ...* 

In exactly the same terms the cupbearer Siduri pities Gil- 
gamesh in the Epic: 

Gilgamesh, whither are you wandering ? 

Life, which you look for, you will never find. 

For when the gods created man, they let 
death be his share, and life 
withheld in their own hands. 

Note, in the first place, that life is opposed to death, thus 
accentuating the fact that life in itself is considered endless. 
Only the intervention of another phenomenon, death, makes 
an end to it. In the second place, we should note the concrete 
character attributed to life in the statement that the gods with¬ 
held life in their hands. In case one is inclined to see in this 
phrase a figure of speech, it is well to remember that Gil¬ 
gamesh and, in another myth, Adapa are given a chance to 
gain eternal life simply by eating life as a substance. Gilgamesh 
is shown the ‘plant of life’, but a serpent robs him of it. Adapa 
is offered bread and water of life when he enters heaven, but 
he refuses it on the instruction of the wily god Enki. In both 
cases the assimilation of a concrete substance would have 
made the difference between death and immortality. 

* 

We are touching here on the category of causality , which is 
as important for modern thought as the distinction between 
the subjective and the objective. If science, as we have said 
before, reduces the chaos of perceptions to an order in which 
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typical events take place according to universal laws, the in¬ 
strument of this conversion from chaos to order is the postu¬ 
late of causality. Primitive thought naturally recognized the 
relationship of cause and effect, but it cannot recognize our 
view of an impersonal, mechanical, and lawlike functioning of 
causality .J^or we have moved far from the world of immediate 
experience in our search for true causes, that is, causes which 
will always produce the same effect under the same conditions. 
We must remember that Newton discovered the concept of 
gravitation and also its laws by taking into account three 
groups of phenomena which are entirely unrelated to the 
merely perceptive observer: freely falling objects, the move¬ 
ments of the planets, and the alternation of the tides. Now the 
primitive mind cannot withdraw to that extent from percep¬ 
tual reality. Moreover, it would not be satisfied by our ideas. 
It looks, not for the ‘how’, but for the ‘who’, when it looks 
for a cause. Since the phenomenal world is a ‘Thou’ confront¬ 
ing early man, he does not expect to find an impersonal law 
regulating a process. He looks for a purposeful will commit¬ 
ting an act. If the rivers refuse to rise, it is not suggested that 
the lack of rainfall on distant mountains adequately explains 
the calamity. When the river does not rise, it has refused to rise. 
The river, or the gods, must be angry with the people who 
depend on the inundation. At best the river or the gods intend 
to convey something to the people. Some action, then, is 
called for. We know that, when the Tigris did not rise, Gudea 
the king went to sleep in the temple in order to be instructed 
in a dream as to the meaning of the drought. In Egypt, where 
annual records of the heights of the Nile flood were kept from 
the earliest historical times, the pharaoh nevertheless made 
gifts to the Nile every year about the time when it was due to 
rise. To these sacrifices, which were thrown into the river, 
a document was added. It stated, in the form of either an order 
or a contract, the Nile’s obligations. 

Our view of causality, then, would not satisfy primitive man 
because of the impersonal character of its explanations. It 
would not satisfy him, moreover, because of its generality. We 
understand phenomena, not by what makes them peculiar, but 
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by what makes them manifestations of general laws. But a 
general law cannot do justice to the individual character of 
each event. And the individual character of the event is pre¬ 
cisely what early man experiences most strongly. We may 
explain that certain physiological processes cause a man’s 
death. Primitive man asks: Why should this man die thus at 
this moment? We can only say that, given these conditions, 
death will always occur. He wants to find a cause as specific 
and individual as the event which it must explain. The event 
is not analysed intellectually; it is experienced in its com¬ 
plexity and individuality, and these are matched by equally 
individual causes. Death is willed. The question, then, turns 
once more from the ‘why’ to the ‘who’, not to the ‘how’. 

This explanation of death as willed differs from that given 
a moment ago, when it was viewed as almost substantialized 
and especially created. We meet here for the first time in these 
chapters a curious multiplicity of approaches to problems 
which is characteristic for the mythopoeic mind. In the Gil- 
gamesh Epic death was specific and concrete; it was allotted 
to mankind. Its antidote, eternal life, was equally substantial: 
it could be assimilated by means of the plant of life. Now we 
have found the view that death is caused by volition. The two 
interpretations are not mutually exclusive, but they are never¬ 
theless not so consistent with each other as we would desire. 
Primitive man, however, would not consider our objections 
valid. Since he does not isolate an event from its attending 
circumstances, he does not look for one single explanation 
which must hold good under all conditions. Death, considered 
with some detachment as a state of being, is viewed as a sub¬ 
stance inherent in all who are dead or about to die. But death 
considered emotionally is the act of hostile will. 

The same dualism occurs in the interpretation of illness or 
sin. When the scapegoat is driven into the desert, laden with 
the sins of the community, it is evident that these sins are con¬ 
ceived as having substance. Early medical texts explain a fever 
as due to ‘hot’ matters having entered a man’s body. Mytho¬ 
poeic thought substantializes a quality and posits some of its 
occurrences as causes, others as effects. But the heat that 
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caused the fever may also have been ‘willed’ upon the man by 
hostile magic or may have entered his body as an evil spirit. 

Hvil spirits are often no more than the evil itself conceived 
as substantial and equipped with will-power. In a vague way 
they may be specified a little further as ‘spirits of the dead’, but 
often this explanation appears as a gratuitous elaboration of 
the original view, which is no more than the incipient per¬ 
sonification of the evil. This process of personification may, 
of course, be carried much further when the evil in question 
becomes a focus of attention and stimulates the imagination. 
Then we get demons with pronounced individuality like 
Lamashtu in Babylonia. The gods also come into being in this 
manner. 

We may even go further and say that the gods as per¬ 
sonifications of power among other things fulfil early man’s 
need for causes to explain the phenomenal world. Sometimes 
this aspect of their origin can still be recognized in the com¬ 
plex deities of later times. There is, for instance, excellent 
evidence that the great goddess Isis was, originally, the deified 
throne. We know that among modern Africans closely related 
to the ancient Egyptians the enthroning of the new ruler is 
the central act of the ritual of the succession. The throne is 
a fetish charged with the mysterious power of kingship. The 
prince who takes his seat upon it arises a king. Hence the 
throne is called the ‘mother’ of the king. Here personification 
found a starting-point; a channel for emotions was prepared 
which, in its turn, led to an elaboration of myth. In this way 
Isis the throne which made the king’ became ‘the Great 
Mother’, devoted to her son Horus, faithful through all suffer¬ 
ing to her husband Osiris — a figure with a powerful appeal 
to men even outside Egypt and, after Egypt’s decline, through¬ 
out the Roman Empire. 

The process of personification, however, only affects man’s 
attitude to a limited extent. Like Isis, the sky-goddess Nut was 
considered to be a loving mother-goddess; but the Egyptians 
of the New Kingdom arranged for their ascent to heaven with¬ 
out reference to her will or acts. They painted a life-sized 
figure of the goddess inside their coffins; the dead body was 
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laid in her arms; and the dead man’s ascent to heaven was 
assured. For resemblance was a sharing of essentials, and Nut’s 
image coalesced with its prototype. The dead man in his coffin 
rested already in heaven. 

In every case where we would see no more than associations 
of thought, the mythopoeic mind finds a causal connection. 
Every resemblance, every contact in space or time, establishes 
a connection between two objects or events which makes it 
possible to see in the one the cause of changes observed in the 
other. We must remember that mythopoeic thought does not 
require its explanation to represent a continuous process. It 
accepts an initial situation and a final situation connected by 
no more than the conviction that the one came forth from the 
other. So we find, for instance, that the ancient Egyptians as 
well as the modern Maoris explain the present relation between 
heaven and earth in the following manner. Heaven was origin¬ 
ally lying upon earth; but the two were separated, and the sky 
was lifted up to its present position. In New Zealand this was 
done by their son; in Egypt it was done by the god of the air, 
Shu, who is now between earth and sky. And heaven is 
depicted as a woman bending over the earth with outstretched 
arms while the good Shu supports her. 

Changes can be explained very simply as two different states, 
one of which is said to come forth from the other without any 
insistence on an intelligible process - in other words, as a 
transformation, a metamorphosis. We find that, time and 
again, this device is used to account for changes and that no 
further explanation is then required. One myth explains why 
the sun, which counted as the first king of Egypt, should now 
be in the sky. It recounts that the sun-god Re became tired of 
humanity, so he seated himself upon the sky-goddess Nut, 
who changed herself into a huge cow standing four square 
over the earth. Since then the sun has been in the sky. 

The charming inconsequentiality of this story hardly allows 
us to take it seriously. But we are altogether inclined to take 
explanations more seriously than the facts they explain. Not 
so primitive man. He knew that the sun-god once ruled 
Egypt; he also knew that the sun was now in the sky. In the 
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first account of the relation between sky and earth he explained 
how Shu, the air, came to be between sky and earth; in the 
last account he explained how the sun got to the sky and, 
moreover, introduced the well-known concept of the sky as 
a cow. All this gave him the satisfaction of feeling that images 
and known facts fell into place. That, after all, is what an 
explanation should achieve (cf. p. 25). 

The image of Re seated on the cow of heaven, besides illus¬ 
trating a non-speculative type of causal explanation which 
satisfies the mythopoeic mind, illustrates a tendency of the 
ancients which we have discussed before. We have seen that 
they are likely to present various descriptions of identical 
phenomena side by side even though they are mutually exclu¬ 
sive. We have seen how Shu lifted the sky-goddess Nut from 
the earth. In a second story Nut rises by herself in the shape 
of a cow.'This image of the sky-goddess is very common, 
especially when the accent lies on her aspect as mother-god¬ 
dess. She is the mother of Osiris and, hence, of all the dead; 
but she is also the mother who gives birth each evening to the 
stars, each morning to the sun. When ancient Egyptian 
thought turned to procreation, it expressed itself in images 
derived from cattle. In the myth of sun and sky the image of 
the sky-cow does not appear with its original connotation; the 
image of Nut as a cow evoked the picture of the huge animal 
rising and lifting the sun to heaven. When the bearing of the 
sun by Nut was the centre of attention, the sun was called the 
‘calf of gold 5 or ‘the bull\ But it was, of course, possible to 
consider the sky, not predominantly in its relation to heavenly 
bodies or to the dead who are reborn there, but as a self- 
contained cosmic phenomenon. In that case Nut was described 
as a descendant of the creator Atum through his children, Shu 
and Tefnut, Air and Moisture. And she was, furthermore, 
wedded to the earth. If viewed in this manner. Nut was 
imagined in human form. 

We see, again, that the ancients’ conception of a pheno¬ 
menon differed according to their approach to it. Modern 
scholars have reproached the Egyptians for their apparent in¬ 
consistencies and have doubted their ability to think clearly. 
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Such an attitude is sheer presumption. Once one recognizes 
the processes of ancient thought, their justification is apparent. 
After all, religious values are not reducible to rationalistic 
formulas. Natural phenomena, whether or not they were per¬ 
sonified and became gods, confronted ancient man with a liv¬ 
ing presence, a significant ‘Thou’, which, again, exceeded the 
scope of conceptual definition. In such cases our flexible 
thought and language qualify and modify certain concepts so 
thoroughly as to make them suitable to carry our burden of 
expression and significance. The mythopoeic mind, tending 
toward the concrete, expressed the irrational, not in our man¬ 
ner, but by admitting the validity of several avenues of approach 
at one and the same time. The Babylonians, for instance, wor¬ 
shipped the generative force in nature in several forms: its 
manifestation in the beneficial rains and thunderstorms was 
visualized as a lion-headed bird. Seen in the fertility of the 
earth, it became a snake. Yet in statues, prayers, and cult acts 
it was represented as a god in human shape. The Egyptians 
in the earliest times recognized Horns, a god of heaven, as 
their main deity. He was imagined as a gigantic falcon hover¬ 
ing over the earth with outstretched wings, the coloured 
clouds of sunset and sunrise being his speckled breast and the 
sun and moon his eyes. Yet this god could also be viewed as 
a sun-god, since the sun, the most powerful thing in the sky, 
was naturally considered a manifestation of the god and thus 
confronted man with the same divine presence which he 
adored in the falcon spreading its wings over the earth. We 
should not doubt that mythopoeic thought fully recognizes 
the unity of each phenomenon which it conceives uiider so 
many different guises; the many-sidedness of its images serves 
to do justice to the complexity of the phenomena. But the pro¬ 
cedure of the mythopoeic mind in expressing a phenomenon 
by manifold images corresponding to unconnected avenues of 
approach clearly leads away from, rather than toward, our 
postulate of causality which seeks to discover identical causes 
for identical effects throughout the phenomenal world. 

* 

We observe a similar contrast when we turn from the cate- 
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gory of causality to that of space. Just as modem thought seeks 
to establish causes as abstract functional relations between 
phenomena, so it views space as a mere system of relations and 
functions. Space is postulated by us to be infinite, continuous, 
and homogeneous - attributes which mere sensual perception 
does not reveal. But primitive thought cannot abstract a con¬ 
cept "space’ from its experience of space. And this experience 
consists in what we would call qualifying associations. The 
spatial concepts of the primitive are concrete orientations; 
they refer to localities which have an emotional colour; they 
may be familiar or alien, hostile or friendly. Beyond the scope 
of mere individual experience the community is aware of cer¬ 
tain cosmic events which invest regions of space with a par¬ 
ticular significance. Day and night give to east and west a 
correlation with life and death. Speculative thought may easily 
develop in connection with such regions as are outside direct 
experiences, for instance, the heavens or the nether world. 
Mesopotamian astrology evolved a very extensive system of 
correlations between heavenly bodies and events in the sky 
and earthly localities. Thus mythopoeic thought may succeed 
no less than modern thought in establishing a co-ordinated 
spatial system; but the system is determined, not by objective 
measurements, but by an emotional recognition of values. 
The extent to which this procedure determines the primitive 
view of space can best be illustrated by an example which will 
be met again in subsequent chapters as a remarkable instance 
of ancient speculation. 

In Egypt the creator was said to have emerged from the 
waters of chaos and to have made a mound of dry land upon 
which he could stand. This primeval hill, from which the 
creation took its beginning, was traditionally located in the 
sun temple at Heliopolis, the sun-god being in Egypt most 
commonly viewed as the creator. However, the Holy of Holies 
of each temple was equally sacred; each deity was - by the very 
fact that he was recognized as divine - a source of creative 
power. Hence each Holy of Holies throughout the land could 
be identified with the primeval hill. Thus it is said of the 
temple of Philae, which was founded in the fourth century 
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b.c.: ‘This (temple) came into being when nothing at all had 
yet come into being and the earth was still lying in darkness 
and obscurity.’ The same claim was made for other temples. 
The names of the great shrines at Memphis, Thebes, and 
Hermonthis explicitly stated that they were the "divine emerg¬ 
ing primeval island’ or used similar expressions. Each sanc¬ 
tuary possessed the essential quality of original holiness; for, 
when a new temple was founded, it was assumed that the 
potential sacredness of the site became manifest. The equation 
with the primeval hill received architectural expression also. 
One mounted a few steps or followed a ramp at every entrance 
from court or hall to the Holy of Holies, which was thus 
situated at a level noticeably higher than the entrance. 

But this coalescence of temples with the primeval hill does 
not give us the full measure of the significance which the 
sacred locality had assumed for the ancient Egyptians. The 
royal tombs were also made to coincide with it. The dead, and, 
above all, the king, were reborn in the hereafter. No place was 
more propitious, no site promised greater chances for a vic¬ 
torious passage through the crisis of death, than the primeval 
hill, the centre of creative forces where the ordered life of the 
universe had begun. Hence the royal tomb was given the 
shape of a pyramid which is the Heliopolitan stylization of 
the primeval hill. 

To us this view is entirely unacceptable. In our continuous, 
homogeneous space the place of each locality is unambiguously 
fixed. We would insist that there must have been one single 
place where the first mound of dry land actually emerged from 
the chaotic waters. But the Egyptian would have considered 
such objections mere quibbles. Since the temples and the royal 
tombs were as sacred as the primeval hill and showed architec¬ 
tural forms which resembled the hill, they shared essentials. 
And it would be fatuous to argue whether one of these monu¬ 
ments could be called the primeval hill with more justification 
than the others. 

Similarly, the waters of chaos from which all life emerged 
were considered to be present in several places, sometimes 
playing their part in the economy of the country, sometimes 
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necessary to round out the Egyptian image of the universe. 
The waters of chaos were supposed to subsist in the form of 
the ocean surrounding the earth, which had emerged from 
them and now floated upon them. Hence these waters were 
also present in the subsoil water. In the cenotaph of Seti I at 
Abydos the coffin was placed upon an island with a double 
stair imitating the hieroglyph for the primeval hill; this island 
was surrounded by a channel filled always with subsoil water. 
Thus the dead king was buried and thought to rise again in 
the locality of creation. But the waters of chaos, the Nun, were 
also the waters of the nether world, which the sun and the 
dead have to cross. On the other hand, the primeval waters 
had once contained all the potentialities of life; and they were, 
therefore, also the waters of the annual inundation of the Nile 
which renews and revives the fertility of the fields. 

* 

The mythopoeic conception of time is, like that of space, 
qualitative and concrete, not quantitative and abstract. Mytho¬ 
poeic thought does not know time as a uniform duration or as 
a succession of qualitatively indifferent moments. The concept 
of time as it is used in our mathematics and physics is as un¬ 
known to early man as that which forms the framework of our 
history. Early man does not abstract a concept of time from 
the experience of time. 

It has been pointed out, for example, by Cassirer, that the 
time experience is both rich and subtle, even for quite primi¬ 
tive people. Time is experienced in the periodicity and rhythm 
of man’s own fife as well as in the life of nature. Each phase 
of man’s life - childhood, adolescence, maturity, old age - is 
a time with peculiar qualities. The transition from one phase 
to another is a crisis in which man is assisted by the com¬ 
munity’s uniting in the rituals appropriate to birth, puberty, 
marriage, or death. Cassirer has called the peculiar view of 
time as a sequence of essentially different phases of life ‘bio¬ 
logical time’. And the manifestation of time in nature, the 
succession of the seasons, and the movements of the heavenly 
bodies were conceived quite early as the signs of a life-process 
similar, and related, to that of man. Even so, they are not 
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viewed as ‘natural’ processes in our sense. When there is 
change, there is a cause; and a cause, as we have seen, is a will. 
In Genesis, for instance, we read that God made a covenant 
with the living creatures, promising not only that the flood 
would not recur but also that ‘while the earth remaineth, seed¬ 
time and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and 
night shall not cease’ (Gen. viii, 22). The order of time and the 
order of the life of nature (which are one) are freely granted 
by the God of the Old Testament in the fulness of his power; 
and when considered in their totality, as an established order, 
they are elsewhere, too, thought to be founded upon the 
willed order of creation. 

But another approach is also possible, an approach not to¬ 
ward the sequence of phases as a whole but toward the actual 
transition from one phase to another - the actual succession of 
phases. The varying length of the night, the ever-changing 
spectacles of sunrise and sunset, and the equinoctial storms do 
not suggest an automatic smooth alternation between the 
‘elements’ of mythopoeic time. They suggest a conflict, and 
this suggestion is strengthened by the anxiety of man himself, 
who is wholly dependent upon weather and seasonal changes. 
Wensinck has called this the ‘dramatic conception of nature’. 
Each morning the sun defeats darkness and chaos, as he did 
on the day of creation and does, every year, on New Year’s 
Day. These three moments coalesce; they are felt to be essen¬ 
tially the same. Each sunrise, and each New Year’s Day, re¬ 
peats the first sunrise on the day of creation; and for the 
mythopoeic mind each repetition coalesces with - is practically 
identical with - the original event. 

We have here, in the category of time, a parallel to the 
phenomenon which we recognized in the category of space 
when we learned that certain archetypal localities, like the 
primeval hill, were thought to exist on several sites through¬ 
out the land because these sites shared with their prototype 
some of its overwhelmingly important aspects. This pheno¬ 
menon we called coalescence in space. An example of coales¬ 
cence in time is an Egyptian verse which curses the enemies 
of the pharaoh. It must be remembered that the sun-god Re 
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had been the first ruler of Egypt and that the pharaoh was, to 
the extent that he ruled, an image of Re. The verse says of the 
enemies of the king: ‘They shall be like the snake Apophis on 
New Year’s morning/ 4 The snake Apophis is the hostile dark¬ 
ness which the sun defeats every night on his journey through 
the nether world from the place of sunset in the west to the 
* place of sunrise in the east. But why should the enemies be 
like Apophis on New Year’s morning? Because the notions of 
creation, daily sunrise, and the beginning of the new annual 
cycle coalesce and culminate in the festivities of the New Year. 
Hence the New Year is invoked, that is, conjured up, to 
intensify the curse. 

Now this ‘dramatic conception of nature which sees every¬ 
where a strife between divine and demoniac, cosmic and 
chaotic powers’ (Wensinck), does not leave man a mere spec¬ 
tator. He is too much involved in, his welfare depends too 
completely upon, the victory of the beneficial powers for him 
not to feel the need to participate on their side. Thus we find, 
in Egypt and Babylonia, that man - that is, man in society - 
accompanies the principal changes in nature with appropriate 
rituals. Bqth in Egypt and in Babylonia the New Year, for 
instance, was an occasion of elaborate celebrations in which 
the battles of the gods were mimed or in which mock-battles 
were fought. 

We must remember again that such rituals are not merely 
symbolical; they are part and parcel of the cosmic events; they 
are man’s share in these events. In Babylonia, from the third 
millennium down to Hellenistic times, we find a New Year’s 
festival which lasted several days. During the celebration the 
story of creation was recited and a mock-battle was fought in 
which the king impersonated the victorious god. In Egypt we 
know mock-batdes in several festivals which are concerned 
with the defeat of death and rebirth or resurrection: one took 
place at Abydos, during the annual Great Procession of Osiris; 
one took place on New Year’s Eve, at the erection of the Djed 
pillar; one was fought, at least in the time of Herodotus, at 
Papremis in the Delta. In these festivals man participated in 
the life of nature. 
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Man also arranged his own life, or at least the life of the 
society to which he belonged, in such a manner that a har¬ 
mony with nature, a co-ordination of natural and social forces, 
gave added impetus to his undertakings and increased his 
chances for success. The whole ‘science’ of omens aims, of 
course, at this result. But there are also definite instances which 
illustrate the need of early man to act in unison with nature. In 
both Egypt and Babylon a king’s coronation was postponed 
until a new beginning in the cycle of nature provided a pro¬ 
pitious starting-point for the new reign. In Egypt the time 
might be in the early summer, when the Nile began to rise, or 
in lie aut umn , when the inundation receded and the fertilized 
fields were ready to receive the seed. In Babylonia the king 
began his reign on New Year’s Day; and the inauguration of. 
a new temple was celebrated only at that time. 

This deliberate co-ordination of cosmic and social events 
shows most clearly that time to early man did not mean a 
neutral and abstract frame of reference but rather a succession, 
of recurring phases, each charged with a peculiar value and 
significance. Again, as in dealing with space, we find that there 
are certain ‘regions’ of time which are withdrawn from direct 
experience and greatly stimulate speculative thought. They are 
the distant past and the future. Either of these may become 
normative and absolute; each then falls beyond the range of 
time altogether. The absolute past does not recede, nor do we 
approach the absolute future gradually. The ‘Kingdom of God’ 
may at any time break into our present. For the Jews the future ^ 
is normative. For the Egyptians, on the other hand, the past 
was normative; and no pharaoh could hope to achieve more 
than the establishment of the conditions ‘as they were in the 
time of Re, in the beginning.’ 

But here we are touching on material which will be dis¬ 
cussed in subsequent chapters. We have attempted to demon¬ 
strate how the ‘logic’, the peculiar structure, of mythopoeic 
thought can be derived from the fact that the intellect does not 
operate autonomously because it can never do justice to the 
basic experience of early man, that of confrontation with a sig¬ 
nificant ‘Thou’. Hence when early man is faced by an intellcc- 
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tual problem within the many-sided complexities of life, emo¬ 
tional and volitional factors are never debarred; and the con- ! 
elusions reached are not critical judgments but complex images. 

Nor can the spheres which these images refer to be neatly 
kept apart. We have intended in this book to deal successively 
with speculative thought concerning (1) the nature of the uni¬ 
verse; (2) the function of the state; and (3) the values of life. 
But the reader will have grasped that this, our mild attempt to 
distinguish the spheres of metaphysics, politics, and ethics, is 
doomed to remain a convenience without any deep signifi¬ 
cance. For the life of man and the function of the state are for 
mythopoeic thought imbedded in nature, and the natural pro¬ 
cesses are affected by the acts of man no less than man's life 
depends on his harmonious integration with nature. The 
^ experiencing of this unity with the utmost intensity was the 
greatest good ancient oriental religion could bestow. To con¬ 
ceive this integration in the form of intuitive imagery was the 
aim of the speculative thought of the ancient Near East. 
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CHAPTER II 


Egypt." The Nature of the Universe 

GEOGRAPHIC CONSIDERATIONS 

The separation of these chapters into the fields of Egypt 
and Mesopotamia is a necessary separation, because the 
two cultures exhibited their general uniformity in individual 
terms and with distinctly different “developments. As the 
case was presented in the introductory chapter, the common 
attitude of mind toward the phenomena of the universe was 
governing for each of the two separate treatments. It is no 
thesis in our material that the Egyptian phenomena were 
unique, even though our exclusive pre-occupation with Egypt 
may seem to ignore the many elements common to Egypt and 
her neighbours. The common ground is the important con¬ 
sideration for those who wish to know something about the 
developing human mind rather than the mind of the Egyptian 
alone. We consider, then, that our documentary material illus¬ 
trates the early and pre-classical mind with examples from one 
of the two cultures. 

Within that uniformity of viewpoint the cultures were dif- ~ 
ferent, as British culture differs from that of continental Europe 
or from that of the United States. Geography is not the sole 
determinant in matters of cultural differentiation, but geo¬ 
graphic features are subject to description which is practically 
incontrovertible, so that a consideration of the geographic 
uniqueness of Egypt will suggest easily some of the factors of 
differentiation. Throughout the Near East there is a contrast 
between the desert and the sown land; Egypt had and still has 
a concentration of that contrast. 

The essential part of Egypt is a green gash of teeming life 
cutting across brown desert wastes. The line of demarcation 
between life and non-life is startlingly clear: one may stand at 
the edge of the cultivation with one foot on the irrigated black 
soil and one foot on the desert sands. The country is essentially 
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rainless; only the waters of the Nile make life possible where 
otherwise there would be endless wastes of sand and rock. 

But what a life the Nile makes possible! The little agricul¬ 
tural villages contract themselves within smallest compass, in 
order not to encroach upon the fertile fields of rice, cotton 
wheat, or sugar cane. When properly cared for, the land call 
y eld two crops a year. Normally Egypt has a very comfortable 
surplus of agricultural produce for export. 

This richness is confined to the green Nile Valley. Only 
° fthe modern state of Egypt is cultivable and 
. K The per cent, is barren and unin¬ 

habitable desert. Today perhaps 99.5 per cent, of the popula¬ 
tion fives on the 3.5 per cent, of the land which wifi support 
popuktion That means an even greater contrast between^ 
desert and the sown, and it means that on the cultivable land 

Tod! "I !v n I; nt i atl ° n ° f P eo P Ie close to the saturation point. 
Today Egypt has over 1,200 persons to the square 

mile The figures for Belgium, the most densely populated 
untry of Europe, are about 700 to the square mile; for Java 
about 900 to the square mile. The density of population in 
modern Egypt is therefore so great that the concentration 

^ ? fan , lndustrial and «rban country rather than 
Aat of an agricultural and rustic country. Yet Egypt, with her 
fertile soil, is always essentially agricultural. 

No figures are available for ancient Egypt, of course and 
e population could not have been as great as today; but the 

cafivstaTeTn h*** SameaSatthe P resent: a hermeti¬ 
cally sealed tube contaimng a concentration of life close to the 

saturation point The two features of isolation and semi-urban 

C a rr mblne t0 , make diff «ent from her neigh- 

conr!d^ he PrCS f nt , day the Arabs Palestine and of ifaq 
concede the general cultural leadership of Egypt, as being the 

most sophisticated of the Arab countries; ancfiyet they do not 
feel that the Egyptians are truly Arabs. The Egyptians are not 

C ° nS ! 5 vative contro1 of the Arabian Desert. 

• d j ad ! acent to Palestine and Iraq are potential breed- 

tionfnTdf 8 f ° r fierCC and P uritanical elements in the popula¬ 
tions of those countries. Egypt, with her agricultural wealth 
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and with her people lying cheek by jowl, developed an early 
sophistication, which expressed itself intellectually in tenden¬ 
cies toward catholicity and syncretism. Within Egypt the most 
divergent concepts were tolerantly accepted and w T oven to¬ 
gether into what we moderns might regard as a clashing philo¬ 
sophical lack of system, but which to the ancient was inclusive. 
The way of the Semite, who held a contact with the desert, 
was to cling fiercely to tradition and to resist innovations, 
which changed the purity and simplicity of life. The way of the 
Egyptian was to accept innovations and to incorporate them 
into his thought, without discarding the old and outmoded. 
This means that it is impossible to find in ancient Egypt a sys¬ 
tem in our sense, orderly and consistent. Old and new lie 
blandly together like some surrealist picture of youth and age 
on a single face. 

However, if the ancient Egyptian was tolerant of divergent 
concepts, it does not necessarily follow that he was tolerant of 
other peoples. He was semi-urban and sophisticated of mind 
and felt foreigners to be rustic and uninitiated. He was cut off 
from his neighbours by sea and desert and felt that he could 
afford a superior isolationism. He made a distinction between 
‘men’, on the one hand, and Libyans or Asiatics or Africans, 
on the other. 1 The word ‘men’ in that sense meant Egyptians: 
otherwise it meant ‘humans’ in distinction to the gods, or 
‘humans’ in distinction to animals. In other words, the Egyp¬ 
tians were ‘people’; foreigners were not. At a time of national 
distress,when the stable, old order had broken down and social 
conditions were upside-down, there was a complaint that 
‘strangers from outside have come into Egypt..., Foreigners 
have become people everywhere.’ 2 The concept that only our 
group is ‘folks’, that outsiders lack something of humanity, is 
not confined to the modem world. 

However, the Egyptian isolationist or nationalist feeling 
was a matter of geography and of manners rather than of racial 
theory and dogmatic xenophobia. ‘The people’ were those who 
lived in Egypt, without distinction of race or colour. Once 
a foreigner came to reside in Egypt, learned to speak Egyptian, 
and adopted Egyptian dress, he might finally be accepted as 
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one of ‘the people* and was no longer the object of superior 
ridicule. Asiatics or Libyans or Negroes might be accepted 
Egyptians of high position when they had become acclima¬ 
tized - might, indeed, rise to the highest position of all, that of 
the god-king who possessed the nation. The same Egyptian 
word means the ‘land* of Egypt and the ‘earth’. It is correct to 
say that, when any element was within this land, it merited full 
and tolerant acceptance. 

The ancient Egyptian’s sense that his land was the one land 
that really mattered was fostered by a knowledge that those 
other countries with which he had immediate contact were not 
so folly developed in culture as his own. Babylonia and the 
Hittite region were too distant for proper comparison, but the 
near-by lands of the Libyans, the Nubians, and the Asiatic 
Bedouins were clearly inferior in cultural development. Pales¬ 
tine and Syria were sometimes colonized by Egypt, or were 
sometimes under Egyptian cultural and commercial leader¬ 
ship. Until the Assyrians and Persians and Greeks finally came 
in conquering domination, it was possible for the Egyptian to 
feel a comforting sense that his civilization was superior to all 
others. An Egyptian story puts into the mouth of a Syrian 
prince this sweeping statement to an envoy who had come to 
him from the land of the Nile: Tor (the imperial god) Amon 
founded all lands. He founded them, but first he founded the 
land of Egypt, from which thou hast come. For skilled work 
came forth from it to reach this place where I am, and teaching 
came from it to reach this place where I am.’ 3 Because the 
source is Egyptian, we cannot be sure that a prince of Syria 
actually did say such words, acknowledging Egyptian leader¬ 
ship in learning and craftsmanship, but this story from Egypt 
carries the assurance that it was a comforting doctrine to those 
who believed themselves to live at the centre of the world. 

Thus it may be claimed that the physical isolation of Egypt 
from other lands produced a self-centrfed feeling of separate¬ 
ness, within which Egypt had an intellectual development of 
diverse elements in admixture. It is our part to try to resolve 
some of these seeming incongruities into a semblance of order 
which the reader will be able to grasp. To be sure, it is unjust 
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* there was anarchical chaos \ no 

to leave an . a W ay of life for 2,000 visible years 

of four sides of a bull hy G f Egypt. We have the 

LCtUS rSfereen gash of life cutting through the brown 
picture of the g g examine the mechanics of the 

stretches of ^on-hfe L nQrth QUt of Africa, surmounts 

Egyptian scene. The Nl1 emoties into the Mediterranean, 

five rocky cataracts, ^^fEgypt against the Hamitic 

These cataracts form the barr g J| f vel as the deserts 

andNegropeoplestothesou^mt^eh 7 £ ^ ea$t> 

an d the sea bar Libyan wdWg it crosses the 

and west. In the morning the sun flses w ’ Qf course> 

Sty K 7 dS d butTiski!porSt enough in Egypt to deserve 

of the »» circuit of 

thought. In a country css “ J might think that there 

the sun is of blazing importance-We tmgW ^ 

was too much sun in gYP > a darkness and the cold and 
sity; but the Egyptian hated the d ^ Re ^ ^ 

stretched himself happily to gee % eart h is in dark- 

the sun was the ^^^cation of the sun’s 

ness, as if it were dea . Q d an d the creator-god. 

power, the sun-god, was the suprem g fittle ^ 

P It is curious that the in Egypt 

to another force - the win . Mediterranean and then down 

the trough of the Nile vau y ^ ^ ^ ^ whl ch to five; 

of the sun and makes Eg^ ^ & which 

it contrasts with those b.axy ^ Aftkft t0 the SO uth. 
bring sandstorms and Egyptians expressed their 

This north wind ^s good an ^ . but, relative to 

appreciation and made it was poetically 

the all-pervading power ot the sun, 

ignored. 



44 before philosophy 

' J! iS S u mewhat different in the case of the Nile. The rivet 
was so obvious a source of life that it had its appreciated plIS 

in the scheme of things, even though it also could not compete 
with the sun for position. The Nfle had a cycleof b S 

bl Ca ? “ am ™ al basis > corresponded to the daily 
birth and death of the sun. In the summer the river Iks auiet 
and slow between its shrunken banks, while the fields Sit 
parch and turn to dust and blow away toward the desert 
Unless water can be raised by a series of lifts from the rivtr or 
from very deep wells, agricultural growth comes to I standstifi 

s S ho of w ^w^ b ’-^^ I v h v “ s,ira 

swells sln^rW k * • u power. Through the summer it 

slowly but with increasing momentum until it begins to 

^desoffladandl , *? 5t . T banks ’ and over the 

, miles ot flat land lying on each side. Great stretches of movino- 

muddy water cover the land. In a year of a Wgh Nde Zf 

t J C bttle vilIa S e i^nds standing up out of the 
fields nibble at the mud-brick houses, and bring some of thl 

tol vmfr kT' Fr ° m ine “’ dU5ty WaStes > ** land has turned 
silt Then th i° W w ei ! m > which cafries a refertilizing load of 
• en the peak of the flood passes, and the waters become 

more sluggish. Out of the flooded stretches there appear little 
peaks of soil, refreshed with new, fertile mud. The^orpor of 
men disappears; they wade out into the thickmudatXrk 

agak^to Eg^ ; t ^ eir drst ^ ro P °^ dover or grain. Life has coL 
g in to Egypt Soon a broad green carpet of growing fields 
wifl complete the annual miracle of theTonquiL 

sJJ C !k then> W , erC the tWO central Matures of the Egyptian 
scene: the triumphant daily rebirth of the sun and the tSLk 
ant annual rebirth of the river 0„r ^flk , P . h " 

Egyptians drew their assurance that Egypt was ^centre^f 

be"Si“v.?£S SU ”°“ r “ d “ fe "V 
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Egypt was rich but hot prodigal: the fruit did not drop from 
the trees for indolent farmers. The sun and the Nile did com¬ 
bine to bring forth renewed life, but only at the cost of a battle 
against death. The sun warmed, but in the summer it also 
blasted. The Nile brought fertilizing water and soil, but its 
annual inundation was antic and unpredictable. An excep¬ 
tionally high Nile destroyed canals, dams, and the homes of 
men. An exceptionally low Nile brought famine. The inunda¬ 
tion came quickly and moved on quickly; constant, back¬ 
breaking work was necessary to catch, hold, and dole out the 
waters for the widest and longest use. The desert was always 
ready to nibble away at the cultivation and turn fertile silt into 
arid sand. The desert in particular was a terrible place of veno¬ 
mous serpents, lions, and fabulous monsters. In the broad 
muddy stretches of the Delta, jungle-like swamps had to be 
drained and cleared to make arable fields. For more than 
a third of every year the hot desert winds, the blasting sun, and 
the low Nile brought the land within sight of death, until the 
weather turned and the river brought abundant waters again. 
Thus Egypt was rich and blessed in contrast with her immedi¬ 
ate neighbours, but within her own territory she experienced 
struggle, privations, and dangers which made the annual tri¬ 
umph real. There was a sense that the triumph was not an 
automatic privilege but that it must be earned at some cost. 

We have already suggested that the Egyptians were self- 
centred and had their own satisfied kind of isolationism. We 
have said that they used the word "humans’ to apply to Egyp¬ 
tians in distinction from foreigners. The concept that Egypt 
was the focal centre of the universe set the standard for what 
was right and normal in the universe in terms of what was nor¬ 
mal in Egypt. The central feature of Egypt is the Nile, flowing 
north and bringing the necessary water for life. They therefore 
looked at other peoples and other existences in terms of their 
own scene. The Egyptian word "to go north’ is the Egyptian 
word "to go downstream’, and the word "to go south’ is the 
word "to go upstream’, against the current. When the Egyp¬ 
tians met another river, the Euphrates, which flowed south 
instead of north, they had to express the sense of contrast by 
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calling it ‘that circling water which goes downstream in goimg 
upstream, which may also be translated ‘that inverted waS 
wrnch goes downstream by going south’. 5 

. Navl S ation on the Nile employed the power of the current 
m moving north. In moving south, boats raised the sail in 
order to take advantage of the prevailing north wind, which, 
would push them against the current. Since this was normal, it 
became the ideal for any world, including the afterlife. Into, 
their tombs the Egyptians put two model boats, which might 
be projected by magicinto the next world for navigation there. 
One boat had the sail down, for sailing north with the current 
on the waters of the other world; one boat had the sail up for 
sailing south with that north wind which must be normal in 
any proper existence, here or hereafter. 

So, too, ram could be understood only in terms of the 
waters which came to Egypt. Addressing the god, the Egyp- 
tian worshipper acknowledged his goodness to Egypt: ‘ThS 
n*kest the Nile in the lower world and bringesf k whith^ 

m ° rder to sustam mankind, even as thou hast made 
them. Then, in an unusual interest in foreign lands, the wor- 
pper went on: Thou makest that whereon all distant coun¬ 
tries live. Thou hast put (another) Nile in the sky, so thatit 

mount 0 ” 6 it™ thCm ’ and make v/aves upon the 
mountains like a sea, in order to moisten their fields in their 

townships. The Nile in the sky, thou appointed it for the 

o e gn peoples and (for) all the beasts of the highland which 

the (real) Nile ’ k co “ es fmm the 
“ ° r ( E gypt.’ 6 If we reverse our con¬ 

cept that water normally falls from the skies and accept as 
appropriate a system in which water comes up from caverns 
below to be the only proper sustainer of life, then we will refer 
to rain m our own terms. It is then not the case that Egym is 

a rainless country but rather it is the case that other countries 
have their Nile falling from the skies. countries 

In the quotation just given there is a significant grouping of 
foreign peoples and the beasts of the highland. I do not mean 

that has Slgnj£cant m “ u p!mg barbarians with cattle, although 
that has a minor implication. It is rather that these two had 


the nature of the UNIVERSE 47 

tbeir habitat in regions which were similarly conceived in their 
contrast to the Nile Valley. Egypt was a flat pancake of fertile 
black soil (<=). Every foreign country consisted of corru¬ 
gated ridges of red sand. The same hieroglyphic sign was used 
for ‘foreign country’ that was used for ‘highland’ or for 
‘desert’ (c£4); a closely similar sign was used for ‘mountain’ 
aA because the mountain ridges which fringed the Nile 
Valley were also desert and also foreign. Thus the Egyptian 
*rictorially grouped the foreigner with the beast of the desert v 
and pictorially denied to the foreigner the blessings of fertility 
and uniformity. 

Just as people from our own western plains feel shut in if 
they visit the hills of New England, so the Egyptian had a simi¬ 
lar claustrophobia about any country where one could not 
look far across the plain, where one could not see the sun in all 
its course. One Egyptian scribe wrote to another: ‘Thou hast 
not trodden the road to Meger (in Syria), in which the sky is 
dark by day, which is overgrown with cypresses, oaks, and 
cedars that reach the heavens. There are more lions there than 
panthers or hyenas, and it is surrounded by Bedouin on (every) 
side.... Shuddering seizes thee, (the hair of) thy head stands on 
end, and thy soul lies in thy hand. Thy path is filled with boul¬ 
ders and pebbles, and there is no passable track, for it is over¬ 
grown with reeds, thorns, brambles, and wolf’s pad. The 
ravine is on one side of thee, while the mountain rises on the 
other.’ 7 

A similar sense that a land of mountains, rain, and trees is 
a dismal place comes out in the words: ‘The miserable Asiatic, 
it goes ill with the land where he is, (a land) troubled with 
water, inaccessible because of the many trees, with its roads 
bad because of the mountains.’ Just as this land was wrong in 
every respect, so the miserable Asiatic was unaccountable: 
‘He does not live in a single place, but his feet wander. He. 
has been fighting since the time of Horus, but he conquers not, 
nor is he conquered, and he never announces the day in fight¬ 
ing. ... He may plunder a lonely settlement, but he will not 
take a populous city. ... Trouble thyself not about him: he is 
(only) an Asiatic.’ 8 Our own standard of life is the one which 
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. we apply to others, and on the basis of this standard we fin*! 
them wanting. 

There is another topographical feature of the Nile Vallefl 
which finds its counterpart in the Egyptian psychology. Tha| 
is the uniformity of landscape. Down the centre of the lan<J 
cuts the Nile. On each bank the fertile fields stretch away,witls| 
the'west bank the counterpart of the east. Then comes the* 
desert, climbing up into two mountain fringes lining the valley! 
Again, the western mountain desert is the counterpart of th| 
eastern. Those who live on the black soil look out through the 
clear air and see practically the same scene everywhere. If they 
travel a day’s journey to the south or two days’ journey to the 
north, the scene is much the same. Fields are broad and level} 
trees are rare or small; there is no exceptional break in the vista* 
v except where some temple has been erected by man, or except 
in the two mountain ranges, which are really the outer limits 
of Egypt. 

In the broad reaches of the Delta the uniformity is even 
more striking. There the flat stretches of fields move on mono¬ 
tonously without feature. The only land which matters in 
Egypt has uniformity and it has symmetry. 

The interesting result of uniformity is the way in which it 
accentuates any exceptional bit of relief that happens to break 
the monotonous regularity. Out in the desert one is conscious 
of every hillock, of every spoor of an animal, of every desert 
duststorm, of every bit of movement. The rare irregular is very 
striking in an environment of universal regularity. It has ani¬ 
mation; it has life within the dominating pattern of non-life. 
So also in Egypt the prevailing uniformity of landscape threw 
into high relief anything which took exception to that unifor¬ 
mity. A solitary tree of some size, a peculiarly shaped hill, or 
a storm-cut valley was so exceptional that it took on indivi¬ 
duality. Man who lived close to nature endowed the excep¬ 
tional feature with animation; it became inspirited to his mind. 

The same attitude of mind looked upon the animals which 
moved through the scene: the falcon floating in the sky with 
no more apparent motive power than the sun; the jackal flit¬ 
ting ghostlike along the margin of the desert; the crocodile 
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1 imnlike on the mudflats; or the powerful bull in 
lurkmg lum Pf see d of procreation. These beasts were forces 
wbOC1 wond 5e normality of landscape; they were forces 
going b y le d t he minimal observed natures of animals, 
which t»nsc Q k on high relief in the scene and were 
Sjved m i vested withmysterious or inscrutable force 

rek te d to an ,f^ ^^hnphfication of ancient man’s animistic 
7t S k m oI nature. Of course, it is true that any agricultural 
° U 1 h Is a feeling for the force that works in nature and 
t o personable each separate force. And before there 
C ° m mralists to explain the mechanism of plants and am 
to teasonout theebainof cause and effect in the behaviour 
“/ .k " thiSs in out world, man's only yardstick of normality 
“tam iity-what he knew in himself and in h.s own e*pen- 
wSiZnand normal; deviations f.om 

“'“- h Td ^rtL P oT^^rrh«“ .0 

accorded the^ Thou aLmost anyt hing: the head, 

tians might P taste truth a tree, a moun- 

the my, the “g“;£“J“5ST»riwof iese wete 

personified with r.gokn.y « fora, 

reached the statute of god. « drag ^ , ,„ tk m . 

^„o*« SL landscape of Egypt was its 

Serai symmemy of landscape was the reason or not, the 
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Eg yptian had a strong sense of balance, symmetry, and geo¬ 
metry This comes out clearly in his art, where the best pro¬ 
ducts show a fidelity of proportion and a careful counterpois¬ 
ing of elements in order to secure a harmonious balance. It 
comes out in his literature, where the best products show a deli¬ 
berate and sonorous parallelism of members, which achieve 
gnity and cadence, even though it seems monotonous and 
repetitive to modern ears. 

• Let us illustrate this literary balance by quotations from 
a text giving a statement of one of the Egyptian kings: 

Give heed to my utterances / hearken to them. 

1 speak to you / I make you aware 

That I am the son of Re / who issued from his body. 

I sit upon his throne in rejoicing / since he established me 
as king / as lord of this land. 

My counsels are good / my plans come to pass. 

I protect Egypt / I defend it* 

The balance sought by the artist could be illustrated by Egyp- 
an sculptures or paintings. Instead, we shall quote from the 
inscription of a‘chief craftsman, painter, and sculptor’, who 
-o considerate detail with regard to his technical abili¬ 
ties. Of his modelling, he said: T know how to work up day 
how to proportion (it) according to rule, how to mould orintro- 
duce (it) by taking away or adding to it so that (each) member 
comes to its (proper) place.’ Of Inis drawing, he said: ‘I know 
( w to express) the movement of a figure, the carriage of 
woman, the pose of a single instant, the cowering of the iso¬ 
lated captive, or how one eye looks at the other.’ 10 The empha¬ 
sis of his claimed skill lies in proportion, balance, and poise. 

and bi^T 16 , Ce u C ° m . eS ° Ut in the Egypt’s cosmology 
, a °^ > W ^ ere sou ght for a counterpoise to each 
observed phenomenon or each supernatural element. If there 
is a sky above, there must be a sky below; each god must have 
Jus goddess consort, even though she has no separate divine 
- bUt 1S r m ? ly a feminine counterpart of himself. Some 

un h n ls r;r g bll , ateral s y° aae OJ seems to us strained, and 
undoubtedly artificial concepts did arise in the search to find 
a counterpoise for anything observed or conceived. However 
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fbe psychological desire for balance which drew forth the arti¬ 
ficial concept was not itself artificial but was a deeply engrained 
desire for symmetric poise. t 

That deep desire for balance will appear to the reader as con¬ 
tradictory to the lack of order which we deplored in the Egyp¬ 
tians’ bland acceptance of any new concept, whether it con¬ 
formed to an old concept or not, and their maintenance of 
apparently conflicting concepts side by side. There is a contra¬ 
diction here, but we believe that it can be explained. The 
ancient Egyptian had a strong sense of symmetry and balance, 
but he had little sense of incongruity: he was perfectly willing 
to balance off incompatibles. Further, he had little sense of 
causation, that A leads sequentially to B and B leads sequen¬ 
tially to C. As remarked in the introductory chapter, the 
ancient did not recognize causality as impersonal and binding. 
It is an oversimplification to say that the Egyptian’s thinking 
was in terms of geometry rather than in terms of algebra, but 
that statement may give some idea of his limited virtues. The 
order in his philosophy lay in physical arrangement rather than 
in integrated and sequential systematization. 

COSMOLOGY 

It is now time to consider the terms in which the Egyptian 
viewed the physical universe, of which his own land was the 
focal centre. First of all, he took his orientation from the Nile 
River, the source of his life. He faced the south, from which 
the stream came. One of the terms for ‘south’ is also a term for 
‘face’; the usual word for ‘north’ is probably related to a word 
which means the ‘back of the head’. On his left was the east 
and on his right the west. The word for ‘east’ and ‘left’ is the 
same, and the word for ‘west’ and ‘right’ is the same. 

We were technically incorrect in stating that the Egyptian’s 
orientation was to the south; more precisely we should say 
that the Egyptian ‘australized’ himself toward the source of the 
Nile. It is significant that he did not take his primary direction 
from the east, the land of the rising sun, the region which he 
called ‘God’s Land’. As we shall see, the formulated theology 
did emphasize the east. But back in the prehistoric days before 
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theology had crystallized, when the terms of the Egyptian lan- 
guage were forming, the dweller on the Nile faced toward the 
south, the source of the annual refertilization of his land. The 
theological priority of the sun seems thus to be a later develop- 

fnJS bC f ? at . We arC dealblg with ^parate searchings 

clearlTflowsV In thetrou g hof U PP er Egypt, where the Nile fo 
clearly flows from the south as the dominating feature of the 

d, the compass of man’s attention swung to the south. In the 
Delta where the broad stretches had no such magnetic pull of 
direction, the rising of the sun in the east was a more important 
phenomenon. The worship of the sun may thus have been 

® “ P ° rta , nt 111 the n ° rth and ^y have been transferred to 
the entire land as state theology in some prehistoric conquest 

li!Sd r b , b V he n ,° rth - Such a coni l uest would have estab- 
hshed the theological primacy of the sun and made the east, 

which was the region of the sun’s rebirth, the area of religious 

thit mW Ce> b l UUt WOUW n0t 3ffeCt the WOrds which sh owed 
that man s polarity was originally to the south. 

The^crystallized theology, as we know it in historic times 

Smhi r n V he the SUn ’ S rising ’ the region ofb{ rth 

nd re-bmfa, aDd the occident ’ the Iand of the sun’s set- 
d f a ! h and hfe after death. The east was 
l^ G ° d S Land ’ because ^ sun rose there in youthly 
glory. This general term for the east was even used for specific 
foreign countries, which were otherwise despised. Syria^Sinai 

tain.w? ’ dI ly ! n8 . t0 the east ’ mi ght be afflicted with moun¬ 
ts’ but thevK 7 § u" by ‘“ ble Asi ’ 

atics , but they belonged to the youthful sun-god so that thev 

were designated also as ‘God’s Land’ and enjoyed a S3 

merfi t T hr0 r gh 1 ge ° gra Ph ic al accident and not through inner 

was , g0 ° d Pr ° duCe ° f thes o eastern countries 

was ascribed to the sun-god rather than to the inhabitants • ‘AH 

fresh mvrrf eh hCapS ° f gUm ’ trees of 

esh myrrh, ebony, and clean ivory ... baboons, apes grev- 

hounds and panther skins,>n or ‘cedar, cypress, and juniper .. 

all good woods of God’s Land.’ 12 ^ 

In the dogma that arose in magnification of the rising sun 
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the grateful joy of all creation at the renewed appearance of the 
morning sun was expressed again and again. The contrast be¬ 
tween evening and morning was a contrast between death and f 
life. ‘When thou settest on the western horizon, the land is in 
darkness in the manner of death ... (but) when the day breaks, * 
as thou risest on the horizon ... they awake and stand upon 
their feet... they live because thou hast arisen for them.’ 13 Not 
only does mankind join in this renewal of life, but ‘all beas“ts 
prance upon their feet, and everything that flies or flutters/ 14 
and ‘apes worship him; “Praise to thee!” (say) all beasts with 
one accord/ 15 The Egyptian pictures show this morning wor¬ 
ship of the sun by animals: the apes stretching out limbs which 
had been cooled at night, in apparent salutation to the warmth 
of the sun, or the ostriches limbering up at dawn by dancing 
a stately pavane in the first rays of the sun. Such observed 
phenomena were visible proofs of the communion of men, 
beasts, and the gods. 

But to return to the Egyptian’s concept of the world in 
which he lived. We are going to try to give this in a single pic¬ 
ture, which will have only partial justification. In the first 
place, we are concerned with something like three thousand 
years of observed history, with the vestiges of prehistoric 
development partially visible; and there was constant slow 
change across this long stretch of time. In the second place, the 
ancient Egyptian left us no single formulation of his ideas 
which we may use as nuclear material; when we pick and 
choose scraps of ideas from scattered sources, we are gratify¬ 
ing our modern craving for a single integrated system. That is, 
our modern desire to capture a single picture is photographic 
and static, whereas the ancient Egyptian’s picture was cine¬ 
matic and fluid. For example, we should want to know in our 
picture whether the sky was supported on posts or was held up 
by a god; the Egyptian would answer: ‘Yes, it is supported by 
posts or held up by a god - or it rests on walls, or it is a cow, or 
it is srgoddess whose arms and feet touch the earth/ Any one 
of these pictures would be satisfactory to him, according to his 
approach, and in a single picture he might show two different 
supports for the sky: the goddess whose arms and feet reach 






BEFORE PHILOSOPHY 


54 

the earth, and the god who holds up the sky-goddess. Thill 
possibility of complementary viewpoints applies to other coral 
cepts. We shall therefore pick a single picture, in the knowledjJ' 
that it tells a characteristic story, but not the only story. 

The Egyptian conceived of the earth as a flat platter with 
a corrugated rim. The inside bottom of this platter was the flat) 
alluvial plain of Egypt, and the corrugated rim was the rim of 
mountain countries which were the foreign lands. This plattea 
floated in water. There were the abysmal waters below, on 
which the platter rested, called by the Egyptian ‘Nun’. Nua 
was the waters of the underworld, and, according to one coni 
tmuing concept. Nun was the primordial waters out of which 
hfe first issued. Life still issued from these underworld waters* 
for the sun was reborn every day out of Nun, and the Nil* 
came pouring forth from caverns which were fed from Nun, 
In addition to being the underworld waters, Nun was the 
waters encircling the world, the Okeanos which formed the 
outermost boundary, also called the ‘Great Circuit’ or the 
Great Green’. Thus it was clear that the sun, after its nightlw 
journey under the world, must be reborn beyond the eastern 
horizon out of those encircling waters, just as all the gods had 
originally come forth out of Nun. 

Above the earth was the inverted pan of the sky, setting the 
outer limit to the universe. As we have already said, the crav¬ 
ing for symmetry, as well as a sense that space is limited, called 
forth a counterheaven under the earth, bounding the limits of 
the underworld. This was the universe within which man and 
the gods and the heavenly bodies operated. 

Various qualifications to this picture are immediately neces¬ 
sary. Our picture gives the vault of heaven as suspended by 
apparent levitation above the earth. That would appeal to the 
ancient Egyptian as dangerous, and he would ask for some 
visible means of support. As we have already said, he provided 
various means of support in various concepts, the incompati¬ 
bility of which he cheerfully ignored. The simplest mechanism 
was tour posts set on earth to carry the weight of heaven. These 
were at the outer limits of the earth, as is indicated by such 
texts as: ‘I have set... the terror of thee as far as the four pillars 
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0 f heaven/ 16 and the number four suggests that they were 
«kced at the four points of the compass. Fortunately, this 
i^mgement appealed to the Egyptian as being both strong 
Wj permanent: ‘(As fitm) as beaven resting upon its four 
is a simile used more than once. 17 




But heaven might have other support. Between heaven and 
earth there was Shu, the air-god, and it was his function to 
stand firmly on earth and carry the weight of heaven. In the 
Pyramid Texts (hoi) it is said: ‘The arms of Shu are under 
heaven, that he may carry it.’ Significantly, another version of 
this text gives a variant: ‘The arms of Shu are under Nut, that 
he may carry her/ for heaven was, of course, personified as 
a deity, the sky-goddess Nut. She is represented as crouching 
over earth, with her fingers and toes touching the ground^ 
while the sun, moon, and stars adorn her body. She may carry 
her ownweight in this pose, or the air-god Shu may. take some 
of her weight on his uplifted hands. 

Again, the vault of heaven might be represented as the 
under-belly of a celestial cow, studded with stars, and provid¬ 
ing the Milky Way along which the boat of the sun might 
make its heavenly course. That these concepts are essentially 
alternatives did not seem to bother the Egyptian. In the course 
of a single text he might use these differing ideas about heaven; 
each concept pleased him and had its pertinent value in a uni¬ 
verse which was fluid and in which almost all things were pos¬ 
sible to the gods. Within his own standards of what is credible 
and convincing, he had his own consistency. All his concepts 
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of heaven and its supports gave him assurance instead of uj« { 
certainty, because they were all stable and enduring and becauM I 
one concept could be taken as complementing another inste^jjl 
of contradicting it. 

Under the vault of heaven were the heavenly bodies, thj 1 
stars hanging from the inverted pan or else spangling the bel* I 
of the cow or of the goddess, and the moon similarly treated I 
The moon has curiously little weight in Egyptian mythologM I 
or, rather, we should say that it has little weight in the evident I 
which has descended to us. There are traces that there had bee£ 
early important centres of moon worship, but this worship 
became diverted into less cosmic directions in historic times! 
Thus the moon-god Thoth was more important as a god of 
wisdom and a divine judge than he was through his heavenlj 
activity. The waning and waxing moon disc as one of the two) 
celestial eyes became a rather formal part of the Osiris story 4 
serving as the injury suffered by Horus in fighting for his 
father, an injury which was restored every month by the moon** 
god. Conceivably this idea was taken over from some earlier 
myth in which the moon had had an importance comparable to 
that of the sun, the other celestial eye. In historical times there 
was little comparison between the two bodies. 

Similarly, the stars had their importance in the measuring of 
time, and two or three of the major constellations were deities 
of some weight; but only one group of stars achieved lasting 
importance in the Egyptian scene. Again, this importance had 
to do with triumph over death. In the clear Egyptian air the 
stars stand out with brilliance. Most of the stars swing across 
the sky with a scythe-like sweep and disappear below the hori¬ 
zon. But one section of the skies employs a smaller orbit, and 
there the stars may dip toward the horizon but never disappear. 
Those are the circumpolar stars swinging around the North 
Star, stars which the Egyptians called ‘those that know no 
destruction* or ‘those that know no weariness*. These undying 
stars they took as the symbol of the dead who triumphed over 
death and went on into eternal life. That north section of 
heaven was in early times an important part of the universe. 
Visibly there was no death there; therefore, it must be the 
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5* early m ° r 1 5 t he deceased was the region of Dat in the 
texts, the 8° where he would join the circumpolar 

northern part of heaven ■ , d thus Uve forever him- 

Fields, the ‘Field of 
n lf d J h and the ‘Field of Offerings’, in which the dead would 

live as an ^^ ^nd^thTdominant mythology of the sun 
As time went on, ana region of Dat shifted 

spread its vreightover underworld. The old 

*° m cobble method of boosting die 

texts which trie ry reiterated with solemn fervour, but 
iinto heavenJ«= now to the west, tod <he 

K ££*«£ aiea be™e» earth tod the eonn.erheaven a, toe 

depicted as moving by boat, and the bikte 1 y W' 

the Egyptian loved gave him a boat fo formed the crews ' 
boat for the night. Various im P° r ^ h f n t/be“u statdly and 
of these two boats. This m «" to attack the 
serene: there was a serpent ur f attle was necessary to 

boat and presumably swall ’ foe common belief in 

conquer this creature. This is, ofor dragon swal- 
many lands that e clipse w as not the only pheno- 

was met and conqnete to t ejto power. It seemed to he 
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noon counterpart in an old man ° t ^ m & sun > w ith an afte| 
western horiS, “''" d ^ 

apparent motionlessness in the upper li^! ^ 

cal, fr^Afno^of ffit^i s r e h f T herfr ° m 4e PM 
earth every twenty-four hourTve m TT SWU ° g around ^ 
of the sun-god, Rg. As suoremV Ti! here DOte other as Pect| 
legend said that he had been thefirst Wr 4 ™ 6 **“& H 
dial times. He was thus rem-TT!) • f °^ E g7ptm primod 
deity with a disc as his crown **** T™ of a beard <3 

self to other gods in order tn 'pnl P r ^ me g od > he loaned him, 

macy within geo^oht!, ^ them and g^e them a pul 
both Re and ffim ^ ^ baetU>ad ““*»• Thus he £2 
Re-Harakhte, that is, Re-Ho^s-of £*? * HeIio P olis - He was 
fu! god on the eastern horizon. At *c youth. 


Gods, as the imperial god of Thebes Aa*°^h’ ^ng of the 
distinction ^een 


l“S "Zttf-™ - '!W Riven 

bend the ‘It’ as roled by lasys »hf h "1“ able "> c '>mpre- 
dveiy predictable, whem^ *e «*■- 

character of an individual ‘a , h the unpredictable 

it reveals itself.’ I n th ese terrST! ° nly in 80 as 

tean character of the s un IT a PP arend y antic and pro- 
ohiquitousreachprasiblTT 00 ^ 8 ^ 11 ^^ ** ^rsatileLd 
this being’s manySided personllTiv T* “ dividuaL Surprise at 
an expectation that he will be a K T* uItlmateI F give way to 
tipn with specialized competence pamd P ate “ situa- 


the nature of the universe 


59 


COSMOGONY 


^ we shall examine some of the Egyptian creation stories. 
It is iigoifica 11 * th at a plural should be necessary, that yre can- 
fl ot settle down to a single codified account of the beginnings. 
The Egyp t l an acce P tec l various myths and discarded none of 
them. It I s fo*ther to be noted that it is easier to observe close 
Agjallels between the Babylonian and Hebrew accounts of the 
Scoesis than it is to relate the Egyptian accounts to the other 
^o. Within the broad area of general developmental simi¬ 
larity in the ancient Near East, Egypt stood slightly apart. 

We have already noted that Nun, the primordial abyss, was 
the region out of which life first came. This is, of course, parti¬ 
cularly true of the sun, because of his daily re-emergence from 
the depths, and of the Nile, because it consists of ground 
waters. But the phrase ‘who came forth from Nun’ is used of 
many other individual gods and of the council of the gods as 
a group. In large part, we need not seek too seriously for 
a myth for this idea. The depths or the primordial waters are 
a concept needing no teleological story; Tennyson’s reference 
to life as ‘that which drew from out the boundless deep’ needs 
no explanation. 

However, we must give closer attention to one account of 
life appearing out of the waters, and that has the location of 


creation on a ‘primeval hillock’. We have mentioned how 
broad sheets of water cover Egypt when the Nile inundation is 
at its height and how the sinking of the waters brings into view 
the first isolated peaks of mud, refreshed with new fertile silt. 
These would be the first islands of promise for new life in 
a new agricultural year. As these first hillocks of slime lift their 
heads out of the floodwaters into the baking warmth of the 
sun, it is easy to imagine that they sputter and crackle with new 
life. The modern Egyptians believe that there is special life- 
giving power in this slime, and they are not alone in this belief. 
A little less than three centuries ago there was a scientific con¬ 
troversy about spontaneous generation, the ability of appar¬ 
ently inorganic matter to produce living organisms. One Eng¬ 
lishman wrote that if his scholarly opponent doubted that life 
came into being through putrefaction which went on in mud 
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of slime, ‘let him go to Egypt, and there he will find the field#! 
swarming with mice begot of the mud of Nylus, to the great! 
calamity of the inhabitants.’ 18 It is not hard to believe that anul 
mal life may come out of this highly charged mud. 

The evidence on the Egyptian myth of the origin of life oq 
the primeval hillock is scattered and allusive. The essential 
point is that the creator-god made his first appearance on this 
solitary island. At least two different theological systems) 
claimed primacy through the possession of a primeval hillock^ 
and indeed ultimately every temple which had a high place fori 
its god probably considered that high place to be the place of! 
creation. The pyramids themselves borrow this idea of a rising 
hill as a promise to the deceased Egyptian buried within the 
pyramid that he will emerge again into new being. As pointed 
out in chapter I, the concept of the creation hillock is the essen¬ 
tial, and its location in space, whether Heliopolis or Hermo- 
polis, was of no concern to the Egyptian. 

Let us take a passage from the Book of the Dead, which 
states this first solitary appearance of Re-Atum, the creator-god. 
The text is provided with explanatory glosses. 

I am A turn when I was alone in Nun (the primordial waters); I am Re 
in his (first) appearances, when he began to rule that which he had made. 
What does that mean? This ‘Re when he began to rule that which he had 
made* means that Re began to appear as a king, as one who existed before 
(the air-god) Shu had (even) lifted (heaven from earth), when he (Re) was 
on the primeval hillock which was in Hermopolis. 19 

The text then goes on to emphasize the fact that the god was 
self-created and that he proceeded to bring into being ‘the gods 
who are in his following.’ 

The Egyptian hieroglyph which means the primeval ‘hillock 
of appearance’ means also ‘to appear in glory’. It shows a 
rounded mound with the rays of the sun streaming upward 
from it (o), graphically portraying this miracle of the first 
appearance of the creator-god. 

The text which we have cited placed the creation on a mound 
in the town of Hermopolis, the home of certain gods who were 
in being before the creation. However, that anomaly of pre¬ 
creation existence need not worry us too seriously, for the 
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nf these gods show that they represent the formless 
0ame * hich existed before the creator-god brought order out 
*L r We should qualify the term ‘chaos slightly as 
° f dlS ° re creation gods are neatly paired off into four couples, 
the od P and a goddess for each quality of chaos. That is another 
a g nle of the love of symmetry. These four pairs of gods per- 
mythology as foe ‘Eight’ who were before foe begin- 
S1 - /They^ere Nun, foe primordial waters, and his consort, 

°f g ' Jho came to be the counterheaven; Huh, the bound- 

^ stretches of primordial formlessness, and his consort. 

If het Kuk ‘darkness’, and his consort, Kauket; and Amun 

imperceptibfoty. a g ? k darkness> and Nun, foe abyss, 

SSSSSSSESb: 

SSfess 

fey: 

foe Ennead, ‘foe Nine’, consisting of four inter related P 
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surmounted by one common ancestry ru * rr 
may be placed in contrast to the ‘Eight’ which ° r 

discussed, for the ‘Eight’ comnriJLl ’ wluch we have alreaj 
order, whereas this ‘Nine’ contained 6 f ments of c °smic dil 
cosmic order: air and moisture; ea^WUt 8 ^u StCpS of 
the earth. This says clearly that thr r keings oj| 

ing-hne between nrecedtW V: reation ^arks the divij 
n<Kimplied <?&?«” P««* ord„. , t ~ 

dements of chaos and set the r °°^ uere<i and annihilated the 

On dte con^,»**,PfaJ 

Nun, the underworld waters and K>v 5' re : creation gods as 
after the creation; but tbev confirm f ^ , darkness > continue! 
not in universal and formless disown ft* H 

tion has similarities with the creation : ^ t * lat sense > this crea. , 

of light from darkness and a separating f CneSIS; f se P arat iofl( 
waters above. P waters below front 

t£**»t <*— Z 

self’. Now the name Atum m~> P “ ‘ became > by him- 

‘nothing’. This is not .ZZSSZl aT^f ’ f d * mea - 

, means ‘^hat is finished, P completS ! > lt f Soun , d , s ’ for the wo «l 
terms have their positive and ^ • d ’ P^cted, and all these 
the end of a book, , written at I 

So, too, Aua mciSldSTf - T !"" “7 

at die beginning rather than at the a ^ ** means em ptiness, 
of all He is 

hurricane. ‘ g nt stdbless which precedes a 

ruler of the Ennead. This iHxS “f*®* 1 Ws names > as the 
named the parts of his body and t4n Aat he 

^ho are in his following’. Thatis deLhS g ° ds 

has a consistency of its own The <- primitive and 

rate existence and separaTe'eh P $ ° f ** bod y W sepa- 
relation to separate S2 The ^ S ° ** ** ma ? W 

duality and of power • the act ofZT* “ 3 ^ of in divi- 
of creation. Thus we have the o/cn f n£W name is an act 

- * 
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l^y _ or four pairs of parts - with each utterance bringing 
new god into existence. 

The Pyramid Texts present a different picture. Addressing 
Jitatn and recalling the occasion when the god was high upon 
the primeval hillock, the inscription goes on; ‘Thou didst spit 
<*rbat was Shu; thou didst sputter out what was Tefnut. Thou 
didst put thy arms about them as the arms of a ka 9 for thy ka 
was in them’ ( 1652 - 53 ). This has the creation as a rather vio¬ 
lent ejection of the first two gods. Perhaps it was as explosive 
as a sneeze, for Shu is the god of air, and his consort, Tefnut, 
is the goddess of moisture. The reference to the ka needs 
explanation. We shall discuss the ka or other personality of an 
individual later. The concept of the ka has something of the 
alter ego in it and something of the guardian spirit with the 
protecting arms. That is why Atum puts his arms protectingly 
around his two children, for his ka was in them, an essential 
part of himself. 

Another, more earthy, text makes the production of Shu and 
Tefnut an act of self-pollution on A turn’s part . 20 This is clearly 
an attempt to surmount the problem of generation by a god 
alone, without an attending goddess. ^ 

The couple Shu and Tefnut, air and moisture, gave birth to * 
earth and sky, the earth-god Geb and the sky-goddess Nut. 
Or, according to another concept, the air-god Shu lifted and 
tore asunder earth and sky. Then in their turn Geb and Nut, 
earth and sky, mated and produced two couples, the god Osiris 
and his consort Isis, the god Seth and his consort Nephthys. 
These represent the creatures of this world, whether human, 
divine, or cosmic. I shall not take time to argue the exact origi¬ 
nal significance of these four beings, as we are not precisely 
certain of any of them. 

Atum 

Shu - Tefnut 
Geb - Nut 

Osiris - Isis Seth - Nephthys 

Thus in this ruling family of the gods we have a creation 
story implicitly. Atum, the supercharged vacuum, separated 
into air and moisture. As if in the operation of the nebular 
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hypothesis, air and moisture condensed into earth and sky. OhJ 
of earth and sky came the beings that populate the unive JB 

We do not here wish to go into some of the other creati 91 
stories, such as the god who was himself the ‘rising land’ oq]! 
which the miracle took place. It is interesting that we lack a 
specific account of the creation of mankind, except in the mod 
allusive way. A ram-god, Khnum, is referred to as formj9 
mankind on his potter’s wheel, or the sun-god is called th$ 
‘discoverer of mankind’. 21 But no story of separate creation of 
man is necessary, for a reason which we shall discuss morf 
fully later; that reason is that there was no firm and final divkj 
ing-line between gods and men. Once a creation was started 
with beings, it could go on, whether the beings were godsj 
demi-gods, spirits, or men. 

One of the texts which comments incidentally on creation 
states that mankind was made in the image of god. This texti 
emphasizes the goodness of the creator-god in caring for his 
human creatures. ‘Well tended are men, the cattle of god. He 
made heaven and earth according to their desire, and he 
repelled the water monster (at creation). He made the breath 
(of) life (for) their nostrils. They are his images that have issued 
from his body. He arises in heaven according to their desire. 
He made for them plants and animals, fowl and fish, in order 
to nourish them. He slew his enemies and destroyed (even) his 
(own) children when they plotted rebellion (against him).’ 22 
The text is interesting and unusual in making the purposes of 
creation the interests of humans; normally the myth recounts 
the steps of creation without indication of purpose. But this 
particular text happens to have strong moral purpose. Note, 
for example, the reference to the god’s destroying mankind 
when they rebelled against him. We shall return to this remote 
parallel to the biblical Flood story in the next chapter. 

We must examine at length one final document bearing on 
the creation. This is an inscription called the Memphite Theo¬ 
logy, a context so strange and different from the material we 
have been discussing that it seems, at first glance, to come from 
another world. And yet closer examination assures us that the 
difference is a matter of degree and not of kind, because all the 
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out for ourselves the known factors that play into the interpjJJ 
tation of the text. First, the Memphite text takes off from thg 
creation stories which I have already recounted: A turn comiuJ 
into being out of Nun, the primeval waters, and Atum brin Jj 
ing his Ennead of gods into existence. The Memphite text 
aware that these were prevailing concepts in Egypt. In piacj 
of discarding them as competitive, it wishes to subsume thetj 
into a higher philosophy, to take advantage of them by poin^ 
ing out that they belong to a higher system. 

That higher system employs invention by the cognition of an 
idea in the mind and production through the utterance of a create 
ing order by speech. Now thought and speech are ancient attrii 
butes of power in Egypt, personified as deities in our earliesl 
literature. They occur normally as a pair of related attributes of 
the sun-god: Hu, ‘authoritative utterance 5 , that speech whiclf 
is so effective that it creates, and Sia, ‘perception 5 , the cognk 
tive reception of a situation, an object, or an idea. Hu and Ski 
were attributes that carried governing authority. In the Pyraj 
mid Texts the ruling god leaves his shrine and surrenders his 
office to the deceased king, because the latter ‘has captured 
Hu, has control of Sia 5 ( 300 ). In our Memphite text these two 
attributes of power are taken in material terms: the heart is the 
organ which conceives thought, and the tongue is the organ 
which creates the conceived thought as a phenomenal actu¬ 
ality. All this is credited to the activity of the Memphite god 
Ptah, who is himself thought and speech in every heart and on 
every tongue, and thus was the first creative principle, just as 
he remains now. 


The part of the text in which we are interested begins by 
equating Ptah with Nun, the primeval waters out of which 
came Atum, the normally accepted creator-god. This in itself 
makes Ptah antecedent to the sun-god, and that priority occurs 
in passing references in other texts. But our text does not leave 
the priority implicit; it states the mechanism by which Ptah 
produced Atum. 

‘Ptah, the Great One; he is the heart and tongue of the En¬ 
nead of gods ... who begot the gods ... There came into being 
in the heart, and there came into being on the tongue (some- 
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haps he was simply expressing the correspondence of alterna^ 
tive myths when he said: ‘Now the Ennead of Atum came into 
being from his seed and by his fingers; but the Ennead (of 
Ptah) is the teeth and the lips in this mouth which uttered the 
name of everything and (thus) Shu and Tefnut came forth 
from it.’ We have already seen how the utterance of a name is 
in itself an act of creation. 

That text goes on to specify in detail the products of the 
activity of the conceptive heart and creative tongue, without 
adding anything essentially new. It explains the mechanistic 
relation of the various senses to the heart and tongue by stating 
that the function of the sight of the eyes, the hearing of the ears, 
and the smelling of the nose is to report to the heart. On the 
basis of this sensory information, the heart releases ‘everything 
which is completed’, that is, every established concept, and 
then ‘it is the tongue which announces what the heart thinks’ 

Then the text summarizes the range of this creative power of 
Ptah as heart and tongue. Thus were the gods born; thus came 
into being all of the divine order; thus were made the directive 
destinies which supply mankind with food and provisions 
thus was made the distinction between right and wrong; thus 
were made all arts, crafts, and human activities; thus Ptah made 
provinces and cities and set the various local gods in their gov¬ 
erning places. Finally: ‘Thus it was discovered and understood 
that his (Ptah’s) power is greater than (that of the other) gods. 
And so Ptah rested after he had made everything, as well as the 
divine order’. Admittedly the word ‘rested’ introduces a paral 
lei to the Genesis story of God’s resting on the seventh day.The 
translation‘res ted’ is defensible, but it is probably safer to render 
‘And so Ptah was satisfied, after he had made everything’. 

It is clear that there is some special pleading in this text, the 
attempt of an upstart theology to establish itself as national 
and universal Against older, traditional ways of thinking. That 
comes out in a quotation which we have just given, which 
might be paraphrased: For these reasons, all right-thinking 
men have come to the conclusion that Ptah is the most power¬ 
ful of all gods. Undoubtedly that special interest does lie in this 
text, but that fact need not concern us much. As we have said. 
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Thus the ‘word of the god* is nothing so simple in these 
texts as ‘divine writing’ or hieroglyphic. It is the word or 
cern or business of the gods which applies to the elc; 
which the gods have created. Not only were material el eng 
created, but there was created for them a ‘word’, which app 
to them and which put them into their appropriate place| U 
the god’s scheme of things. Creation was not the irrespousi&l 
production of oddly assorted pieces, which might be shal^l 
down in a vast impersonal lottery wheel. Creation was accor^I 
pamed and directed by a word which expressed some kincJcA 
a divine order in order to comprehend the created dementi 
In summary, the ancient Egyptian was self-conscious abut/ 
himself and his universe; he produced a cosmos in terms of h'u, 
own observation and his own experience. Like the Nile Vallc^ 
this cosmos had limited space but reassuring periodicity^ its 
structural framework and mechanics permitted the reiterate 
of life through the rebirth of life-giving elements. The cneati 
stories of the ancient Egyptian were also in terms of his ow$\ 
experience, although they bear loose general similarity to or] 
creation stories. The most interesting advance lies in a v< 
early attempt to relate creation to the processes of thought 
speech rather than to mere physical activity. Even this ‘higl 
philosophy is given in pictorial terms arising out of Egypi 
experience. 



CHAPTER III. 


NOTES 


1. ChampolUon, Mon., 238-40, 

2. Admon., 3:1; 1:9. 

3. Wenamon, 2:19-22. 

4. Aton Hymn, 3. 

5. Tombos, 1 . 13. 

6. Aton Hymn, 9-10. 

7. Anast. I, 19:2-4; 24:1-4. 

8. Merikare, 91-98. 

9. Med. Habu II, 83, 11 . 57-8. 

10. Louvre, C 14, 8-10. 

11. Urk. IV, 329. 

12. Ibid., 373. 

13. Aton Hymn, 3-6. 

14. Aton Hymn, j. 


15. BD, Introductory Hymn. 

16. Urk. IV, 612. 

17. Ibid., 18), 843. 

18. Encyclopaedia Britarmica (i ith 

19. Urk. V, 6=BD, 17. 

20. Pyr. 1248. 

21. In Beatty I, p. 24. 

22. Merikare, 130-4. 

Kurt Sethe, Dramatische Texte 

altagyptiscben M^sterienspielen* 
Peasant, Bi, 307-11. 

Cairo 28085; Lacau, Sore, ant 
p. 206. 

26. Anast. I, 11:4-7. 


*3 


24. 


Egypt.- The Function of The State 

tH e UNIVERSE AND THE STATE 
c , wo chapters have attempted to establish the attl- 
with which ancient man viewed the world 
10(56 °,^Before moving directly to a consideration of the 
jgtoundhim- th e Egyptian scene, we should consider 

StatC ernestions which provider setting for that consideration. 

ancient Egyptian see an essential difference in sub 
Snctbeween men, society, the gods, plants, animals and the 
1 universe 5 Did he believe the universe to be benevo- 
fSstik or indifferent to him? These questions have bear¬ 
ed the relation of the state to the universe and on the func- 
• ~c tlac «tate for the benefit of man. 

*°Le?us take first the question about difference of substance 
tv mpn ffods and other elements of the universe. This 

Smhas vexed Christian theologians for centuries. Wecan 
»ve only a personal answer with reference to ancient gy| • 
To be sure a man seems to be one thing, and the s y or 
seems to be’ another. But to the ancient Egyptian such c ° n f e P s 
" id a protean and complementary nature. The s y mig t e 
rnght of as a material vault above earth or as a c °w, or as 
nafe A tree might be a tree or the female who was the tree- 
feoddess! Truth might be treated as an ^ st ract concept or as 
{goddess, or as a divine hero who once lived on earth.Agod 
light be depicted as a man, or as a falcon^or as a falcon- 
headed man. In one context the king is described asthesun, 
a star, a bull, a crocodile, a lion, a falcon, a jackal, an 
(tutelary gods of Egypt - not so much in simile as m ^ 
essence. 1 There was thus a continuing substance across the 
phenomena of the universe, whether organic morgani^ or 
abstract. It is not a matter of black being antipodal to wlute 

but rather that the universe is a spectrum in which one colon 
. .1 _rvi_cation, in wnicn. 
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indeed, one colour may become another under alternating cujA 
ditions. 

We wish to argue this point further. Our line of argumejfll 
will be that to the ancient Egyptian the elements of the univeri 
were consubstantial. If that be true, the terms which he kneT§ 
best - human behaviour - would be the frame of reference fo*| 
non-human phenomena. It would then be idle to argue whethc| 
the universe, or the gods of the universe, were believed to bc| 
benevolent, malevolent, or indifferent. They would be just likfl 
humans: benevolent when they were benevolent, malevolerj 
when malevolent, and indifferent when indifferent. To put it ii| 
active terms, they would be benevolent when benevolence was 
their stated business and malevolent when malevolence was; 
their stated business. That conclusion would have relation to 
the business of the state and the forces responsible for the 
state. 

The first claim for the argument that the elements of the udh 
verse were of one substance is in the principle of free substitu¬ 
tion, interchange, or representation. It was very easy for one 
element to take the place of another. The deceased wanted 
bread, so that he might not be hungry in the next world. He 
made contractual arrangements whereby loaves of bread were 
presented regularly at his tomb, so that his spirit might return 
and eat of the bread. But he was aware of the transitory nature 
of contracts and of the greed of hired servants. He supported 
his needs by other forms of bread. A model loaf made of wood 
and left in the tomb would be an adequate representative of an 
actual loaf. The picture of loaves of bread on the tomb wall 
would continue to feed the deceased by representation. If 
other means of presentation were lacking, the word ‘bread*, 
spoken or written with reference to his nourishment, might 
be an effective substitute. This is an easy concept: the physical 
man was formerly here; now the spiritual man is over there; 
we must project over to him spiritual, not physical, bread, so 
that the absolute is not necessary; the name or the idea or the 
representation will be enough. 

Let us carry representation into another area. A god repre¬ 
sented something important in the universe: the sky, a district 
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at which one could erect a boundary line and state that 

re substance changed from divine, superhuman, 'immortal, 
t o mundane, human, mortal. 

The fluidity of Egyptian concepts and the tendency to syn- f 
ifcesize divergent elements have led some Egyptologists to 
l^lieve that the Egyptians were really monotheistic, that all 
gods were subsumed into a single god. In a moment we shall 
present a text that would seem to be a prime document for this 
thesis of essential monotheism, but we wish to preface it by 
insisting that it is not a matter of single god but of single nature 
of observed phenomena in the universe, with the clear possi¬ 
bility of exchange and substitution. With relation to gods and 
men the Egyptians were monophysites: many men and many 
gods, but all ultimately of one nature. 

The text that we mentioned presents an ancient Egyptian 
trinity: the three gods who were supremely important at one - 
period of history all taken up into a single divinity. The pur¬ 
pose was to enlarge the god Amon by incorporating the other 
two gods into his being. ‘All gods are three - Amon, Re, and 
Ptah - and they have no second’. Amon is the name of this 
single being. Re is his head, and Ptah is his body. ‘Only he is : 
Amon and Re (and Ptah), together three/ 4 Three gods are one, 
and yet the Egyptian elsewhere insists on the separate identity 
of each of the three. 

In another group of hymns which has been called mono¬ 
theistic 5 the god is addressed as a single personage of compo¬ 
site form, Amon-Re-Atum-Harakhte, that is, the several sun-, 
supreme-, and national-gods rolled up into one. The text goes 
on to break this being down into his several facets as Amon, 
Re, Atum, Horus, and Harakhte, and also to equate him with 
Kherpri, Shu, the moon, and the Nile. Whether this is mono¬ 
theistic or not depends upon one’s definition. It may be hair¬ 
splitting, but we prefer to invoke the principles of .consub- 
stantiality and free interchange of being and claim that the 
Egyptians were monophysite instead of monotheistic. They 
recognized different beings but felt those beings to be of a sin- - 
gle essential substance, a rainbow, in which certain colours 
were dominant under certain conditions and others dominant 
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when the conditions altered. A complete personality inclu J 
many different aspects of personality. 

EmLUTT ° f consubstantialit y lies in the fact that th| 
Egyptian gods were very human, with human weaknesses JJ 

varying moods. They could not remain on a high and consii 

devofnT ° f lnf f U l bllit7 ' And no § od w as single-mindecJ 
evoted to a single function. For example, the god Seth is tJ 1 

known as the enemy of the ‘good’ gods Osiris and Horul 
therefore, Seth was the enemy of good; he was roughly life! 
the devil Yet throughout Egyptian history Seth appefred alsj 
as a good god, who functioned beneficently for the dead at 
times, who fought on behalf of the sun-god, and who acted 

~ fQr T CnIa u rgement of the Egyptian state. Horn, 1 
the good son throughout Egyptian history, once flew ini 

a rage at his mother Isis and chopped off her head so thatthl I 
poorjoddess was forced to taL the form of a htadl^ 

• ihX h l5 gy ? dan i,f parently ddighted in the humanness of 

mnenfed Jh^r?'? OWQ l* 0 * 7 tdls how R<5 > the creator-god| 
repented that he had created mankind, which had devised/l 

Ci f d t0 deStroy them and ^nt Sekhmet, the 
in *•/• Ki ag f lnst them. This goddess slew mankind, waded 
1 ?° ’ and exu ited in their destruction. Then Rs 

inL e ? e k 1 h and / eSretted 1 . hiS , deSire t0 obliterate - Instead of order, 
mg Sekhmet to stop the slaughter, he resorted to a stratagem. 

Seven thousand jars of red-coloured beer were poured out k? 

S , path > 50 that she might believe that it was blood 
stglSngr 7 * bCCame - d sto PP ed her 

FloT!d 1S hp hild ‘ Sil r ale ’, S °, di ? efent from the biblical story of the 
S t f kck ° f m0ral motivation, is told here only 
to emphasize the frequent littleness of the Egyptian gods They 

SI a" d miDdSs aad ^ r6SOrted tG tSs t0 SompS 

raved“ If ^ “ ndghbouri *g text - they may be por- 

trayed as noble and consistent. 3 * 

tribunal’ m ° re S ? histkated storp teUs of a trial in the divine 
tribunal. A minor deity rose and shouted an insult at the su- 

p erne, presiding god; he cried' “Thy shrine is empty 1" Then 


the function of the STATE 77 

BlHarakhte was at this retort which had been made to ^ 

an d he lay down on his back, and his heart was very, very 
ot e Then the Ennead went out... to their tents. And so the 
<rreat god spent a day lying on his back in his arbour, alone, 
*rhile his heart was very, very sore. 5 In order to cure his sulks, 
the other gods sent the goddess of love to him, and she exhi¬ 
bited to him her charms. ‘Then the great god laughed at her; 
and so k e arose an d sat down (again) with the great Ennead/ 
and the trial was resumed. 8 This is admittedly a lusty tale for 
^tertainment, but its characterization of the gods accords 
with the picture given in more sober contexts. 

If the gods were so human, it will not be surprising that 
humans could address them in brusque terms. Not infrequently 
there are texts in which the worshipper recalls the nature of his 
services to the gods and threatens those gods who fail to 
return service for service. One of the famous passages in Egyp¬ 
tian literature is called the ‘Cannibal Hymn’, because the de¬ 
ceased expresses his intention of devouring those whom he 
meets in his path, human or divine. It was originally written ' 
for the deceased king but was later taken over by commoners. 
‘The sky is overcast, the stars are beclouded... the (very) bones 
of the earth-god tremble ... when they see (this dead man) 
appear animated as a god who lives on his fathers and feeds on 
his mothers .... (He) is the one who eats men and lives on gods. 

... (He) is the one who eats their magic and devours their glory. 
The biggest of them are for his breakfast; their middle-sized 
are for his dinner; and the smallest of them are for his supper. 
Their old males and females (serve only) for his fuel.’ 9 

The effective continuation of that concept is that any human 
might become so magically potent that he could consume the 
greatest of the gods and, by consuming them, take their magic 
and their glory into his own being. That is the ultimate state¬ 
ment of consubstantiality from highest to lowest in the uni¬ 
verse. It may sound childish, like the mighty imaginings of 
a small boy who dreams of becoming Superman and conquer¬ 
ing the world. But the small boy is not yet grown up, and it is 
not beyond the range of his dreams for his future that he may 
be incredibly great some day. The same range of possibility 
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V was present for the Egyptian through the single substaflj| 
which extended from him up into the vast unknown. 

This statement which we are making about the single su|wl 
stance of the Egyptian universe is true of the earlier long petji| I 
of Egyptian thinking, down to perhaps 1300 b.c. Involved^ I 
this concept of consubstantiality is the feeling that there is no I 
ultimate difference between men and gods. It is necessary* to I 
make a reservation, however, about the later period of EgyptjjJj I 
* history. As shall be seen in the next chapter, there came a tinfe I 
when a gulf developed between weak, litde man, and powerfjj I 
god. In that later period a difference was felt, and the two wejfc I 
no longer of the same substance. For the present, however, wt I 
do not wish to stress the later change but rather the earli4 I 
unity. 

Indeed, the more one examines this hypothesis of consul 
stantiality, the more exceptions or qualifications one mus| 
admit. We gave one in the last chapter when we said that thfl 
Egyptians did not accept foreigners as being like themselvej 
We shall give another later in this chapter, when we point ou$ 
a difference in administrative freedom between the king, whqj 
was a god, and his ministers, who were humans. It is a queal 
tion whether one is talking about difference qualitatively (dilj 
. ference of substance) or quantitatively (variations of the samd 
substance). We take it to be a quantitative difference of thei 
same substance. In contrast to ourselves and to other people 4 
the Egyptians took the universe as being of one continuoul 
substance, without any definite line of demarcation betweei 
part and part. 

To return, then, to the question about the disposition of the 
universe towards the Egyptian, whether friendly, hostile, or 
indifferent. Since there is but one substance reaching from man 
off into the unknowns, the world of the dead, the world of godsj 
and spirits, the world of organic and inorganic nature, this 
means that the frame of reference must be human behaviour 


itself. Are other men friendly, hostile, or indifferent to us? The 
answer must be that they are not exclusively any of these three 
dispositions but that interested beings are benevolent or mal¬ 
evolent, according to whether their interests are complement 
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rnmoetitive, and uninterested beings are indifferent. It 
^f^atter of the stated concern of the force in question-, 
* C °TJZ particular disposition of the force at a stated time, 
as ^ e!l . „iif e by Ter min g; but it may destroy bfe by blast- 
Tbe Tkmay destroy life by withdrawing itself and chilling. ( 
£& Nile brings life, but an unusually low or an unusually high 
„ bring destruction and death. - , 

modern Egyptian feels himself to be surrounded by 
“SSd’Us, the gm, each of them concerned. 
Some phenomenon: a child, a aheep, a house a aee m»- 
t water fire, etc. Some are friendly, some unfriendly; but 
Sire static unless one offends them, when they become 
Wolent ot unless one invokes them to benevolence The 
Edcat Egyptian had a similar sense of a surrounding world of 
£mes A mother had to croon a protective song over her 
•leeping child: ‘Thou flowing thing that comes in darkness an 
Ss fuSvely in, with her nose behind her and her face 
listed around, who fails in that for which she came - hast 
Ton come to kiss this child? I will not let thee kiss him! Hast 
$2 com. to strike dumb? 1 wiil not let te ®k. dumW 
into him! Hast thou come to injure him? I wlll QOt let t , 
inlure him! Hast thou come to carry him away? I wifl not let 

S^Hm^ y& omm. 1 IW.m.dcl«™E^FO^ 

brinv sickness include ‘every blessed male, every blessed female, 
every dead male, and every dead female’, that is the dead who 
have attained a state of eternal glory , as well as those who have 
died without certainty of immortality. . ki _ 

However, despite this surrounding worldofuncermnspri 
tual forces, the general rule was that certain beings had a stated 
function or activity, and that activity was ^r foend^y or 
hostile. Thus the generally beneficent functions of the sun the 

Nile, the north wind, Osiris, or Isis were 
the generally dangerous or hostile functions ofthe Apophis 
demon Seth or Sekhmet were established. These tunctio 
tTgkrni; sod times it might be necessityi to “ 

individual from the ‘good’ Osins or to entrust an individual 


8o BEFORE PHILOSOPHY 9 

the .^ eI P ful activit y of the ‘bad’ Seth, just as humans in thl 
world have more than one side to their characters. J 

If thts functional authority and responsibility are clear th J 
we must seek our answer to the functions of the stateTn th^l 

stof CeS Th hlCh ha i d aUth ° rity ° ver and responsibility for tW 
state The speculative thought of the ancient Egyptians ^ 

provide no treatise on the philosophy of statecraft or X H 
a gS4 co„=l° S5LSJ2 "2 EOTt * 

ideals laid dlw“ “ SSST,™*' ! ? K ’f “H 

responsible for g4eZ“f- Z 
the king 

Sr E S“™ iiSfr m “r*r bak "“ »ideal 

because rule is nurture and LiifcoST“ 

s^r»2^,r P K2L bls V d ‘ 

smasher of foreheads so rVidt „ E ‘ b-xulting is he, a 
n u. a- , as ’ so that none can stand near him tr 

(fi Ws desLciLSe'? ° 0, •T “ “° ,hi ”S ^ver 

sweenress, ”” “ 

than its own self and ^ • * . xs ^7 toves him more 

local) god.’ 13 Here in two ^ ^ an * n * ts ( own 

that the king conquers bv 1 Statements > R ls claimed 

quers bp e al^ “J* 1 ?™°» -xi that he eon- 

more than one side, a -SSlSj 1 of 
may be emphasised But- h,* . ° ne co our or another 

sons in pmdLE a Sw ff *°»Sbt has its rea- 

gmeiousVSe tatas ,h1 f ’Government must be 

bu, terrible in *£££ pL” “* 
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•f\xe starting-point of our consideration is the fact that the 
j^g of Egypt was a god and that he was a god for the pur- 
ses 0 f the Egyptian state. This was not stated in a nice com- 
~act formulation which made the pharaoh the personification 
t the land of Egypt or even embodied rule as a personified 
■Ljnciple* ^ ut t ^ ie su P reme god, Re, entrusted the land to his 
~on y the king. From the Old Kingdom on, an effective title for 
the Egyptian pharaoh was the ‘Son of Re’. In mythology the 
only son of Re was the air-god Shu, but the pharaoh was made 
Son of Re for the specific purpose of ruling Re’s chief concern, 
the land of Egypt. ‘As for Egypt, men say since (the time of) 
the gods, she is the only daughter of Re, and it is his son that 
is upon the throne of Shu.’ 14 Implicit in this statement there 
w as a pairing of god and goddess, Egypt as the only daughter 
of Re and pharaoh as the Son of Re, in those brother-sister 
terms which made up the couples of Egyptian dieties. Just as 
the husband was urged by the books of wisdom to take kindly 
care of the wife, because ‘she is a field advantageous to her 
lord’, 15 so the king had ownership, authority, and responsi¬ 
bility over his land. It was his to control with power, but if he 
were wise, he would also nurture with care. 

The Egyptian stated repeatedly that the king was the physi¬ 
cal son who issued from the body of the sun-god Re. To be sure, 
it was recognized that he had been born of a woman in this 
world. But the father who had begotten him was definitely 


a god. Re himself had to ensure the proper divine rule of the 
land of Egypt. Looking toward the future, he made earthly 
visits to produce rulers. A story about the origin of the Fifth 
Dynasty tells of the humble mother of the coming rulers. ‘She 
is the wife of an (ordinary) priest of Re, Lord of Sakhebu, who 
is pregnant with three children of Re, Lord of Sakhebu, and he 
(Re) has said of them that they shall exercise this beneficent 


office (of king) in this entire land.’ 16 

Even the problem of the earthly father, in view of the fact 
that kings did exist and apparently did produce sons who be¬ 
came kings, was not insurmountable. For purposes of procrea¬ 
tion the supreme god assumed the form of the living king and 
gave that seed which was to become the ‘Son of Re’. Hatshep- 
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sut was clearly the daughter of Thutmose I, but the account of 
that divine birth which permitted her to become pharaoh of 
Egypt makes it clear that there was a substitution here, ar*^ 
that the supreme god, Amon-Re, was her effective father. ThJ 
queen-mother was selected by the gods, and it was recoag 
mended that Amon visit her while the pharaoh was still in hi# 
youthful vigour. ‘(Amon took) his form (as) the majesty (ofj 
this her husband, the King (Thutmose I).... Then he went to 
her immediately; then he had intercourse with her. ... Th# 
majesty of this god did all that he desired with her. The worcj 
which Amon, Lord of the Thrones of the Two Lands, spok| 
in her presence: “Now Khenemet-Amon-Hatshepsut is th# 
name of this my daughter whom I have placed in thy body. ..„ 
She is to exercise this beneficent king)ship in this entity 
land.’” 17 No words could more explicitly state the divine pur| 
poses and divine methods. The pharaoh was produced by th# 
' supreme deity, masquerading as the ruling king, to be a god in 
order to rule the land. 

In this solar theology the king of Egypt issued out of theS 
body of the sun-god and, on death, returned to the body of hi# 
progenitor. Here is the statement of the death of a pharaoh^ 
‘Year 30, third month of the first season, day 9: the go<| 
entered his horizon. The King of Upper and Lower Egypt| 
Sehetepibre, went up to heaven and was united with the sun- 
disc, so that the divine body was merged with him who made 
him/ 18 This is the necessary completion of filial attachment to 
the supreme god: from conception through life to the final tri¬ 
umph over death, the king was the ‘Son of Re\ As we shall 
see, an alternative system of thought made the dead king 
Osiris, ruler of the realm of the dead. 

The formal list of titles which denominated the king of 
Egypt breaks into three groups. We have already seen that he 
was called the son and successor of the sun-god; we shall 
shortly discuss his identification with the god Horns; we shall 
now consider him as incorporating the responsibilities for the 
two parts of Egypt. 

Physically and culturally the land of Egypt breaks into the 
narrow trough of the Nile Valley and the spreading Delta. 
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T ner Egypt has ties to the desert and to Africa; Lower Egypt 
ces ou t to the Mediterranean Sea and to Asia. From time 
Immemorial these two regions have had a self-conscious separa- 
Eying so close together and yet apart from neighbours, 
lev are aware of their differences. The old texts bring out this 
feeling of contrast. One who had impulsively left his office 
Expressed his bewilderment over the forces that had led him to 
Si unaccountable action: ‘I do not know what sundered me 
from my place; it was like a dream, as if a man of the Delta 
were (suddenly) to see himself in Elephantine/ 19 Just as today, 
the dialects of these two regions varied enough to cause mis¬ 
understanding. An inept writer was chided with these words: 
‘Thy narratives ... are confused when heard, and there is no 
interpreter who can unravel them; they are like the speech of 
a man of the Delta with a man of Elephantine/ 20 These two 
regions were then disparate, and they were traditionally and 
continuingly competitive. Yet they were a unity in their isola- * 
tion from the rest of the world, and they were a unity in their 
dependence upon the Nile. It was a function of government to 
make Upper and Lower Egypt an effective single nation. This 
was done by incorporating authority and responsibility for 
both regions in a single figure, the god-king. # 

By his formal titles he was Lord of the Two Lands, that is, 
owner and master; he was King of Upper Egypt and King of 
Lower Egypt, the wearer of tfie double crown which symbo¬ 
lized the union of the two regions; and he was the ‘Two Ladies’, 
that is, the incorporation of the two tutelary goddesses^ who 
represented the north and the south. A parallel title, the Two 
Lords’, expressed the dogma that the two competing gods of . 
Lower and Upper Egypt, Horus and Seth, were also physically 
resident and reconciled within the person of the king. An im¬ 
portant ritual activity of the king’s coronation was the Uniting 
of the Two Lands’, a ceremony somehow in relation to the 

throne of a dual kingship. 

Now this self-consciousness about two different parts of the 
land was expressed administratively in a duality of office and 
officers. There were two viziers, two treasurers, and often two 
capitals. There had to be a recognition of the separate needs of 
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the two areas a sort of states’ rights in administration. But the 

“ u n ° fin f m } e exce P t in toe single person of the 
p araoh who partook of the divinity of each area in exacth* 

dan hist d o m Th Ure ' ThlS T° rked - In 311 Stable P eri °ds of Egy^ 
The ? , ? C WaS 0nly ° ne kln 8 of th e united Two Lands] 

The thi^r 8 W3S 3 S f U , CCCSS ^ ul ex P f ession of national unity. J 
The third group of formal titles for the pharaoh makes him 
Ae incorporation of the god Horns, a falcon whose divine pr ? 

tide? ? Ae ^ ° f £he °toer two ^ of 

W ju? ’ and th e embodiment of the deities of the 
thlnh' ^ 1 1 dentifi cation with Horus seems to have made 
how P ? ra ° h the kl " 8 0f aH E syp t - We are not precisely sure 
Homs^onteTtedf 4 iS that the tnyths indicate that 
god OsSs Thus R W ° n \ ml& ° fhis dead fa toer, the 

Perhaps again we should not seek to sunder u- u 

ZL“Ssr y ? *- s 

aspects 0 t‘ cl,e divinity of*e C p“a“S!‘Se°ta™So^of R? 

onebeing who could hold sway ove, all Egypt by divinlrigh” 
.m£L£T P 'r n “ f ' he P ‘“' aoh ™ «*> boly fo*direct 

“r Sg°v si ” k,L 

~ •» audita ^Li“„°r£rSy r 

majesty hear’, instead of Gayest thou hlr> 7?/'« 7 thy 
command’, instead of ’he gav^ “‘ f Sf" 
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I gunilocutions ,per-aa 9 'the Great House’, gave rise to our word 
pharaoh’, in somewhat the same way as we modernly say: ‘The 
^hite House today announced. 

It is not clear that this avoidance of verbal contact with awful 
majesty was paralleled by an avoidance of physical contact with 
the royal person. To be sure, there is a somewhat obscure tale 
about a courtier who was touched by the king’s ceremonial 
staff, after which the king gave him firm assurances that he was 
to suffer no hurt thereby. The mere bumping with a stick is not 
enough to justify the magnification of the tale into something 
worth carving on a tomb wall. Arguably the blight of majesty 
was so terrible that it had to be exorcised by royal words. 22 
Possibly we personally over-value this text, as it has been 
pointed out to us that the king’s assurances may be r a their an 
apology than the exorcising of a blight. A royal apology might 
be a sufficient mark of attention to warrant recording in a tomb. 

A similar uncertainty clouds the next example. A late story 
has a rather puzzling joke. The shadow of the sunshade of 
a foreign prince fell upon an Egyptian, and there was an ironic 
warning to the Egyptian to beware, for the shadow of the 
pharaoh of Egypt had touched him. This sounds as though an 
intimate part of the royal person like the shadow was too 
fraught with holiness for human approach. 23 If so, the body of 
the king will also have been dangerous for the ordinary mortal. 
But the pharaoh certainly had his personal attendants and body 
servants, and there must have been means of delivering them 
from the blight of majesty. The first principle is surely that of 
Diodorus (i. 70), that the royal servants were selected from the 
highest classes, close to the king in blood. The second principle 
will have been that the other gods had their personal atten¬ 
dants, who cared for their most intimate needs, and so the 
divine king could also have his priestly servants, authorized to 
act for his person and thus not to be blasted by contact with 
a god. It is significant that the same epithet, ‘pure of hands’, 
was used for the priests who served the gods and for the per¬ 
sonal attendants on the king. 

As our evidence on the physical unapproachability of the 
pharaoh is weak, we wish to adduce a few additional points. 
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none of which clinches the case. Certain individuals wetg 
granted close access to the king and exempt from any blight of 
holiness. This was probably implicit in such titles as ‘Sole CoqJ 
panion’, ‘Privy Councillor of the House of the Morning’ ‘f£ 
Who Is Beside the King’ (literally, ‘under the head of the 
King ). borne favoured individuals were graciously permitted 
to kiss the royal foot, instead of kissing the ground before thj 
phamoh (Urk. I, 41:53; BAR, I, 260). The uraeus-serpent o„ 
the brow of the long was a fire-spitting sorceress, who pro, 
tected the royal person from any approach of unauthorized! 

- Persons. Whether these instances fall short of a dogma of unarn 
proachability or not is an open question to us. n 

Just as the person of the king arguably had a dangerously 
gh voltage so also his lofty responsibilities involved knowd 
ledge and abilities beyond the ken of ordinary man. As one q£ 
s chief ministers said: ‘Now his majesty knows what takes 
place. There is nothing at all which he does not know. He is 
l°u ? fwlsdom ) Thoth in everything: there is no subject 

toutim ^ C °T eh D ended -’ 24 ° r 1115 S rovel ^g courtiers 
d him. Thou art like Re m all that thou doest. What thv 

heart desires flows forth. If thou desirest a plan in the night at 

dawn it comes into being quickly. We have seen a multitude of 

y marvels since thou didst appear as King of the Two Lands 

(tb^T 0t hear ’ “t 01 Ca ° OUr CyeS See ( how « happens); yet 
(things) come into being everywhere.’^ This was superhuman • 

« was the closely girded secret of kingship. At a time when 
the state was overthrown and rule crumbled into anarchy it 
was thought to be the release of this ‘secret’ that permittedthe 
impious fragmentation of divine rule: ‘Behold, it has come to 
(a point where) the land is stripped of the kingship by a few 
^responsiblepeople.... Behold, the secret of the land, whose 

is^vLT Unknown ’, ls ^vulged, so that the (royal) residence 
verthrown in an hour... The secrets of the kings of Upper 
and Lower Egypt have been divulged.’ 26 ^ 

Yf- m ° dern ana] y sts view ^ doctrines of the divinity 
the blighting majesty, and the mystery of the Egyptian kingls 
mere propaganda devices to bolster the person of a man who 
was solely responsible for the state. But they cannot be brushed 
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aside for that reason. They had the reality of long-continuing 
success. They were as real in ancient Egypt as in Solomon's 
Temple at Jerusalem - or as in modern Japan. 

He was a lonely being, this god-king of Egypt. All by him¬ 
self he stood between humans and gods. Texts and scenes 
emphasize his solitary responsibility. The temple scenes show 
him as the only priest in ceremonies before the gods. A hymn 
to a god states: ‘There is no one else that knows thee except 
thy son, (the king), whom thou causest to understand thy plans 
and thy power/ 27 It was the king who built temples and cities, 
who won battles, who made laws, who collected taxes, or who 
provided the bounty for the tombs of his nobles. The fact that 
the pharaoh might not have heard about a battle until it was 
reported to the royal court was immaterial; the literary and pic¬ 
torial myth of Egypt's might demanded that he be shown as 
defeating the enemy single-handed. An Egyptian in a provin¬ 
cial town might make contractual provision for the delivery of 
goods to his tomb after death; the reigning pharaoh need have 
nothing to do with this transaction; in the age-long framework 
of mortuary activity the goods would come as an ‘offering 
which the king gives’, a mark of royal favour. 

Only the national gods might intervene in the affairs of the 
state: the sun-god might ask the king to clear away the sand 
from the Sphinx, or Amon might commission the king to un¬ 
dertake a campaign against the Libyans. Otherwise pharaoh 
was the state, because he was himself a national god, speci¬ 
fically charged to carry out the functions of the state. 

Because we can penetrate the trappings of divinity and dis¬ 
cern the human heart of the pharaoh, we can sympathize with 
the loneliness of his administration. The other gods might' 
temporarily escape to realms outside this world. He alone was 
a god who had to live out his solitary life surrounded by 
humans. Those humans through daily intimacy might dare to 
encroach upon his omniscience and omnipotence. One aged 
king has left a weary warning to his son and successor: ‘Thou* 
that hast appeared as a god, listen to what I have to say to thee, 
so that thou mayest be king over the land and ruler over the 
river banks, so that thou mayest achieve an overabundance of 
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good Hold thyself together against those subordinate ft*, 
diee), lest that should happen to whose terrors no thought has 
been given. Do not approach them in thy loneliness Fill „ 
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W H?V hCrdSman op ever 7 one, without evl in his 
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‘ has placed under his supervision 931 The sun o-r%rl 
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duplication that men are simply cattle, property on a lower 
'stage of existence. This attitude is never given in a single state- 
joeflt, because the view that the pharaoh was the Lord, or Pos¬ 
sessor, of the Two Lands was taken for granted, and the texts 
naturally concentrated attention on the proper care of property 
father than on the fact of property itself. For example, one long 
story deals with an injustice done to a peasant and his protests 
that those who administer justice have a responsibility to take 
a constructive rather than a passive attitude toward their clients. 
It was necessary to reject certain customary expressions of 
indifference to the fortunes of ordinary men. For example, 
a proverb, ‘The poor man’s name is pronounced (only) for his 
master’s, sake’, is cited as an expression of non-justice against 
which the peasant is struggling. 33 A magistrate was urged by 
other officials not to intervene on behalf of the peasant, be¬ 
cause the latter had gone over the head of his immediate 
master. Do not disturb the ordinary disciplinary rights of a 
master; ‘behold, it is what they (normally) do to peasants of 
theirs who go to others instead of to them’; the operation of 
justice should not interfere with the control of property. 34 
Characteristically this text has an ultimate triumph of justice, 
because the Egyptians always rejected the narrow belief that 
the owner has no responsibility to maintain his property. At 
the positive pole, the herdsman’s duty was to nurture and 
build up his herds. 

The herdsman is primarily the pastor, the ‘feeder’, and a first 
responsibility of the state was to see that the people were fed. 
Thus the king of Egypt was the god who brought fertility to 
Egypt, produced the life-giving waters, and presented the gods 
with the sheaf of grain which symbolized abundant food. 
Indeed, an essential function of his kingship was that of a medi¬ 
cine man, whose magic ensured good crops. In one of the 
ceremonials of kingship, the pharaoh encircled a field four 
times as a rite of conferring fertility upon the land. 35 He con¬ 
trolled the water which made Egypt and made her fertile. ‘The 
Nile is at his service, and he opens its cavern to give life to 
Egypt.’ 36 As his courtiers told him: ‘If thou thyself shouldst 
say to thy father, the Nile, the father of the gods: “Let water 
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flow forth upon the mountains!” he will act accorH.no ^ „ 
that thou hast said.’ 37 tIng t0 a H 

As the pharaoh controlled the water of Egypt the Nile . 
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-eems that the central government also maintained the national 
Ltronomical and calendrical offices, although we lack full 
fttoof here. As one document in the case we cite a black ebony 
Lu; in the collections of the Oriental Institute museum at the 
University of Chicago. This is part of an astronomical appara¬ 
tus for charting the movements of the stars, and it was made by 
the hands of Tutankhamon himself. Whether this was his 
*oyal hobby, or whether the observation of the heavenly bodies 
was a function of kingship, we cannot be sure. We can say that 
the dogma that the pharaoh was responsible for tood, water, 
and seasons was carried out by the function of bureaus of the 
toyal government. 

Diodorus paints a dreadful picture of the king of Egypt as 
the slave of regulations which controlled his every hour and 
every act. ‘The hours of both the day and night were laid out 
according to a plan, and at the specified hours it was abso¬ 
lutely required of the king that he should do what the laws 
stipulated and not what he thought best’ (i. 70-^1). Diodorus 
goes on to state that these regulations covered not only the 
king’s administrative actions but also his own freedom to take 
a walk, bathe, or even sleep with his wife. He was allowed no 
personal initiative in his governmental functions but was re¬ 
quired to act only in conformance with the established laws. 
Diodorus insists that the pharaohs of his time were quite 
happy in this tightly laced straitjacket of prescription because 
they believed that men who followed their natural emotions 
fell into error, whereas the kings, in depending rigidly on the 
law, were personally freed from responsibility for wrong¬ 
doing. 

Diodorus’ hollow shell of a king is paralleled by the empty 
picture which Herodotus (ii. 37) gives of Egyptian religion at 
his time, when he says that the Egyptians were more religious 
than any other nation - the word used is tbeosebes, ‘god-fearing’. 
It turns out that Herodotus means that they were slavishly 
devoted to ritual, most scrupulous about ceremonial cleanli¬ 
ness and the prescribed forms, but without the slightest indica¬ 
tion of spirituality or of a working ethics. 

In the next chapter we wish to draw a distinction between 
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an earlier and a later period of ancient Egyptian history. In th^a 
earlier period the spirit was broadly one of conformance t<> 1 
precept, but the proof was laid upon the individual to sho^| 
himself worthy by his own actions and his own freedom of 
decision within general law. In the later period the spirit waj 
solely one of conformance to precept, with the individuj 1 
charged to exhibit patience and humility in following that) 
which the gods had laid down. It is our belief that Diodor^| 
and Herodotus were both relating a practice and a spirit whicj 
were not normal to the Egypt discussed in these chapters. Th& 
atmosphere of their times was one of withdrawal into long^ ! 
hallowed practice; the earlier atmosphere was one of free plag 
of individual initiative within the general framework of humai 
law and what we have called the ‘divine order’. 

The earlier kings of Egypt, of the period when that culturl 
was developing as a native growth, were encouraged to expresg 
individuality as a part of the divine and worldly order to whicli 
they belonged. This earlier scene emphasized personal justicf 
rather than impersonal law. We shall take up the concept of 
justice in the next chapter, which is devoted to an examination 
of ‘The Values of Life’; for the present the reader must accept) 
our word that Egyptian maFat means ‘justice’, one of the essen* 
tial attributes of the Egyptian state, and that this justice does 
not appear to have been codified in statutes and precedents but 
was expressed in right-dealing in relation to persons and situa* 
tions. The ruler who dispensed justice was urged to dispense) 
it in relation to need, indeed, to give more than was due. The 
state thus did have a responsibility to act with initiative to 
meet the needs of the nation. 


We shall not defend this thesis that rule was personal and 
flexible - paternalistic, if you please - except to throw out one 
or two examples of protest against impersonal non-justice* 
That peasant whom we have mentioned as struggling against 
injustice did not humbly submit to discipline from a magis¬ 
trate. Instead he cried out bitterly: ‘So then the son of Meru 


goes on erring!’ and went on with a series of bitter charges 
against the lack of ruling principle in the high official: that he 
was like a town without a mayor or a ship without a skipper. 4 * 
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„ , „ Rameses II, when abandoned in battle, turned angrily 
''L imperial god Amon and cried out: ‘What is the 
* aiflS with thee, my father Amon! Has a father ever forgotten 
• #atte n> Have I ever done anything apart from thee?’ and con- 
h» s s °| • recite his benefits to the god as deserving of better 
fllVlL ' n 43 There is here no resignation to destiny or to the 
liable plans of the gods; there is here an indignant sense 
■f C necsonal worth must be rewarded. It would be easy to 
Eltioly examples from the earlier period of Egyptian history 
how that rulers did not operate in an impersonal mechan- 
0 f law and custom but were free-acting individuals. 

® To be sure, there was a prescribed pattern for the ideal king 
j there were hallowed precedents; let us examine some of the 
descriptions laid down for the good ruler. He turns out to be 
Composition of love and terror, which the Egyptians took to 
he complementary colours in the same spectrum. Good rule 
was paternalistic, and there was a devotion to the principle of 
iisciplinary control. That is not as fantastic as it may seem to 
^generation given over to a progressive education, rhe Egyp¬ 
tian word ‘to teach’ is also the word ‘to punish’, like our word 
Idiscipline’, and it was apparently felt that ‘whom the Lord 
fveth he chasteneth’. The components of good rule were god- 


given authority and godlike magnanimity. 

In the preceding chapter we examined the text of the Mem¬ 
phite Theology, in which the continuing creative principles 
were the heart which conceived thought and the tongue which 
produced command. In that connection we mentioned a pair 
of related attributes of the sun-god, which were themselves 
personified as deities, Hu, ‘authoritative utterance, or the 


(Commanding speech which brings a situation into being, and 
Sia, ‘perception’, the cognitive reception of an object, idea, or 
situation. These are god-like qualities, the perception of some¬ 
thing in integrated and constructive terms and the consequent 
authoritative utterance which creates something new. 

These two qualities were not confined to the sun-god; they 
were also attributes of the king. To the pharaoh it was said 
‘Authoritative utterance is indeed that which is in Ay mouth, 
and perception (is that which) is in (Ay heart).’** Two other 
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texjs may be cited as combining these two qualities of disce- 
ment and command as essential kingly characteristics 
we are more interested in the fact that some texts added a dS 
member to the combination which a ruler needed. In the t 3 

ss&ss* r erance ’ perception ’An 

witn thee and authoritative utterance is in thv mouth 
ception is in thy heart, and thy tongue is the shrine of justkjS 
the word mSat, justice’ or ‘right-dealing’ or ‘truth’ is a dH 
■ ““ ro1 

Justice was the quality which accompanied a good rulers 

^kinv'wou W 3 t ^ mC of na ^ ona ^ disorder, it was pmpbesiedtha* 
a king would arise to unite the Two Lands, ‘and justice w 3 
come into its place, and unrighteousness will be driven out/* 
A poet rejoicing at the accession of a new king cried out <L 

tice has banished deceit!™ a consummation of prooer ii^ 

corned^*? byt N e • aoa P*Wa 8 words: ‘andnorLhtyl^ 
come down (again) into its place.’ 8 * Daily the kin? offered T? 
justice to the god, symbolically presenting 
glyph of the goddess Ma'at, ‘Truth’ or ‘Justice’. By this fact 
SSft: justice did tend to become a mere fo J 
^7 through ^ral conformance to Jaw 

But there was also a constant insistence that justice is soma 

in J?r° re pOS ? Ve than mere neutra l conformance, that it li* 

' ait r f qUireA The longest di^ourse on J 
oe tttocred to divine law in equating justice and goodnes* 

But justice (lasts) forever and goes down into the nec ™3 
with lum who renders it. When he is buifcS^d jSSj 

.hough, „„ fonhe,, ^ wtiKl 
yi g in mere minimal performance of duty like the ferrvma*i 
Who ^.cd upo „ wmCTt Wo „ ooX^g p^^ 
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,gs the stream. Addressing the indifferent magistrate, he 
‘Behold thou art a ferryman who carries over (only) the 
c ne who has a fare, a straight-dealer whose straight-dealing is 
clipped short/ 53 Such impersonal rule, lacking in paternal 
jjjievolence, was really the absence of rule: "Behold, thou art 
a town without its mayor ... like a ship which has no captain, 
a Company without its leader/ 54 Insistently through the texts 
jan the obligation of the ruler to render on the basis of need 
*ad not on the basis of a quid pro quo trade. Intelligent percep¬ 
tion ot situations, the ability to command with authority, and 
ptaightforward justice were three main attributes of rule, and 
proper justice involved the quality of mercy. 

Perhaps we may use a single text to summarize the combina¬ 
tion of benevolence and force which characterized good rule as 

r onified in the king. It is the instruction which a high official 
for his children. 55 "Adore ye within your bodies King 
|}emaatre, living for ever, and associate his majesty with your 
liearts. He is perception which is in your hearts, for his eyes 
iearch out every body. He is Re, by whose beams one sees; he 
is one who makes the Two Lands brighter than (does) the sun- 
disc. He is one who makes the land greener than (does) a high 
Nile. (Thus) he has filled the Two Lands with strength and life. 
Nostrils are chilled if he inclines toward rage, so that he is 
peaceful in order that the air may be breathed. He gives food 
to those who follow him and supplies provisions to him who 
treads his path. The king is the ka 9 and his mouth is abundance. 
That means that he brings into being him who is to be/ 

The equation of the king with the ka as a constructing and 
provisioning force deserves a brief comment. The ka was that 
detached part of the personality which planned and acted for 
the rest of the person. Pictorially the ka was shown in the arms 
extended for support and protection. It was born with the 
individual as an identical twin, accompanied him through life 
as the sustaining, constructing force, and preceded him in 
death to effect his successful existence in the next world. It is 
hard to supply a succinct translation for this concept, although 
^e like the term ‘vital force’, which has been used by some. 
Elsewhere the king is again called: ‘The goodly ka that makes 
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the Two Lands festive and meets the needs of the entire ] a 
The ruler was thus seen as the constructive vital fo C(s 
Egypt, creating and sustaining. 

Resuming our text: ‘He is (the fashioning god) Khnum f 
all bodies, the begetter who brings people into being. Ha* 
(the kingly goddess) Bastet, who protects the Two Lands • (h 
he who adores him will escape his arm. He is (the punishjJ 
goddess) Sekhmet against him who transgresses his command 
(but) he is mild towards him who has troubles.’ In those 3 
two equations we find the characteristic balance of protectfl 
and force, punishment and magnanimity. The text then co? 
eludes with the injunction that loyalty to the king means life 
and success, disloyalty means obliteration. ‘Fight for his nam*. 
be pure for his life; and ye shall be free from (any) trace of sin 
He whom the king has loved will be a revered (spirit), bm 
there is no tomb for him who rebels against his majesty: h» 
corpse shall be cast into the water. If ye do these things, 
bodies shall be sound. (So) shall ye find it for ever.’ 

As there was a constant urging of the ruler toward the posi- 
tive pole of justice, so there was always an urging him awa| 
from the negative pole of the arbitrary use of authority. The 
punishment of infractions of rule was certainly necessa ry, but 
it was also necessary to temper the exercise of force ag’ 
excess. ‘Beware lest thou punish wrongfully. Do not slaug 
ter: that is-not to thy advantage; but thou shouldst puni: 
with beatings and with arrests. Thereby this land shall be (wea 
founded.’ The one crime deserving death is treason against the 
state. ‘The exception is the rebel, when his schemes are dis¬ 
covered, for the god knows the treacherous of heart, and the 
god strikes down his sins in blood.’ 57 

THE KING'S OFFICIALS 

This statement has been devoted to the ideals of good rule as 
persomfied in the king. Only through protest has it appearel 
that there was a practical situation in which the king had tfl 
delegate authority and government to others, and in which the 
growth of the state led to a venal and job-holding bureaucracy, 
in part, we could ignore that, as this chapter is devoted to the 
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of the state as formulated in the speculation of men, 
& dth° se f unct * ofls were summed up in the ideals laid down for 
o0 d ruler. But it would be unfair to leave the impression 
f.fac Egyptians were so devoted to principle that they car- 
. \ | t successfully into practice. There was a constant frag- 
flCjitation of rule, breaking it down into the subordinate func- 
an d functionaries, until the minor bureaucrats were far 
l0 ved from the god-king in whom were embodied the good 
^triples of government. 

®Xn a country where offices multiply beyond the limit of per¬ 
sonal accountability, the goal becomes office-holding as a sine¬ 
cure with potentially high rewards. We possess many docu¬ 
ments from ancient Egypt urging the young man to become 
a 5 cribe or government clerk because it is a respectable, clean, 
and easy job. Tut writing in thy heart, so that thou mayest 
protect thine own person from any (kind of) labour and be 
a jtespected official/ 58 Other lines of activity were burdensome: 
‘the scribe, however, he is the one who directs the work of 
gjerybody (else). He pays out taxes by writing, so that he has 
nd (real) obligations/ 69 

This implicit contempt for responsibility went along with 
the feeling that the job should provide left-handed resources. 
We are given a moving description of the poor man thrust 
into the law courts without a sponsor; the court squeezes him, 
and he hears the cry: ‘Silver and gold for the clerks of the 
court! Clothes for the attendants !’ 60 In that situation he might 
well burst out: ‘Seizersl robbers! plunderers! officials! - and 
yet appointed to punish evil! Officialdom is the refuge of the 
arrogant - and yet appointed to punish falsehood!’ 61 Under 
this weight of cynical and corrupt officials, the ordinary citizen 
groaned: ‘The land is diminished, but its rulers are increased. 
(The land is) bare, but its taxes are heavy. The grain is little, 
but the grain measure is large and measured (by the tax officials) 
to overflowing/ 62 

Of course, there are exaggerations on both sides, the picture 
of the ideal rule of justice was never one of attainment, and the 
corruption of the ruling class differed from age to age and 
from individual to individual. Egypt was never wholly noble 

b.p.—4 
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or wholly corrupt. The definition of justice and the conM 
between a moral justice and the arbitrary exercise of aulhiw 
were perennial issues in the land. 

It is often difficult for us to be sure whether protests agaM. 
corruption were based on high moral grounds or arose ouX 
politics, tne attack of the outs against the ins. For examples 
Egyptian official denounced the Twentieth Dynasty tomb Ik 
benes, in which high administrators surely played a lucra * 
part. Was the protesting official activated by sincere indio* 
tion against the desecration of holy property and the cynj* 
participation of his colleagues? Or was he one who had not* 
his cut and was trying ‘to put the squeeze on the gang! 
Was the lofty revolution of Akhnaton against the all-embfi 
ing control of the old imperial gods - a revolution which u*I 
the slogan of mfiat, ‘justice’ - a moral protest against the ab* 
of power or simply a political move to secure power for a ne! 
party. VCe cannot give final answers to these questions- the 
situation will never permit a simple arbitrary analysis; and om 
answers may arise out of personal prejudices. I, for exampS 
am incurably romantic and charitable; whether politics pla9 
a part or not, I believe that men were swayed by rightful w3 
against abuses. The divine order, which made man one 3* 
e 3 ods ’ demanded that humans have something of the divii* 
in them. And justice was the food upon which the gods livej 

h J““j f e k,n S was the state by official doctrine, and since he 
had to delegate his authority and responsibility to others it will 
be instrucnve to examine the words in which he deputized nfl 
to his chief officer the vizier. These words were a formulatj 
, e P ri ” cl P Ies of rule, with one minor qualification. Dele# 
gated authority lays a greater emphasis on the how of rule 
mher than the why It will operate more in an atmosphere of 
d ?° in 30 atmos phere of unconstrained and 
/ ,USUCe ' T ° t ^ 1C ma g'strate law and justice may be the 

. :^ eVC " heleSS ’ the vi . 2ier was sufficiently highly placed to use 
ffis own discretion at rimes, and there is evidence that the best 
of viziers would play by ear rather than note. At least that is 
our interpretation of ruling the land ‘with his finger^ 
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t question is a hymn to the god Amon-Re as the magis- 
te to whom the poor and helpless may turn. ‘Amon-Re ... 
Ivizier of the poor man! He does not accept an unright- 

f us reward; he does not speak (only) to him who can bring 
tnesses; he does not give attention (only) to him who makes 
0 mises. (No), Amon judges the land with his fingers; his 
l^ords belong to the heart. He separates the unjust and con¬ 
signs him to the fiery place, but the righteous to the west.’ 64 
yhe divine pattern for the official operated in terms of justice 
^nd need rather than law and property. 

When the king w r as installing the vizier in office, he had 
^rtain general charges to make about the spirit of rule, as dis¬ 
tinct from the practices of administration. 

‘Look thou to this office of vizier; be vigilant concerning 
(all] that ls done m R* Behold, it is the supporting (post) of the 
entire land. Now, with regard to the vizierate, behold, it is by 
no means sweet - nay, it is bitter. ... Behold, it does not mean 
giving his attention (only) to officials and councillors, nor (yet) 
toaking [dependents] of everybody. ... Therefore, see to it for 
pbyself that all [things] are done according to that which con¬ 
forms to the law and that all things are done according to the 
precedent therefor in [setting every man in] his just deserts/ 
the reason given for conformance to law and precedent is that 
a public official cannot escape public knowledge of his actions. 
^Behold, as for the official who is in public view, the (Very) 
waters and winds make report of all that he does; so, behold, 
his deeds cannot be unknown. ... Now the officials’ place of 
*efuge lies in acting in conformance with the regulations, that 
Is, in doing that (concerning) which a commitment has been 
made [to] the petitioner. ../ 65 

Thus far there has been little moral motivation in the instruc¬ 
tions. The vizier is in public view, and the ‘bitterness’ of his 
office lies in the rigid application of law. What follows shows 
the same austerity, although the emphasis shifts to unmoved 
equity in administering law. ‘The abomination of the god is an 
exhibition of partiality. T^ji^ls^t^S^fetuction, and thus shalt 
thou act: “Thou shalt lopd^^s^rhh^i^^m thou knowest like 
him whom thou know/fe^/lot, upon WnHwho lias access to 
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[thy person] like him who is far [from thy household].” , t> t* 
not be severe with a man wrongfully; thou shouldst be sew 
(only) over that which merits severity. Inspire fear of thy^p 
so that men fear thee, (for) the official who is feared is a (Wu 
official/ That sounds harsh, and it therefore must be mitigyfl 
by words of caution. ‘Behold [the respect for an official (cotS 
from the fact) that he dispenses] justice. Behold, if a man in, 
spires the fear of himself a million times, there is someth® 
wrong with him in the opinion of the people, and they do iff 
say of him: “[There is] a man!” ... Behold, (thus) thou shoul®; 
attach to thy carrying-out of this office thy carrying-out of 
tice/ 66 


These are the terms of good government as expressed by the 
king to his first official. They are somewhat formal; justicelie$ 
in the impartial administration of law rather than the redress 
of human injustice. The words of the vizier himself in con* 
menting on his activities mitigate this impression only slight^j 
‘When I judged a petitioner, I showed no partiality, I did not 
incline my brow because of a reward ... but 1 rescued the timi| 
man from the arrogant/ 67 A trace of mercy does appear herdj 
but there is no insistence on anything except probity and even* 
handedness. Perhaps the answer is that justice outside the law 
could not be delegated by one man to another, but each man 
must discover for himself where he might make exception^ to 
law in order to achieve justice. Perhaps the answer is that per¬ 
ception, authoritative utterance, and justice were godly charad 
teristics, which were retained by the godly pharaoh. At anfl 
rate, it was safer for a human deputy to find his ‘place of refug® 
in ‘conformance with the regulations/ On the other hand, ful 
discretion to operate within or without the legal statutes coul4 
be conceded to the divine pharaoh, who was himself ‘the lord 
of destiny and he who creates fortune’. 68 Such a one, in the 
unimpeded exercise of intelligence, command, and justice 
could inspire those twin products of good government: love 
and fear. 

In this chapter we have seen that the universe was of a singll 
substance and that the king was the point of contact betwedf 
men and gods as the divine ruler vested with concern for the 
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xve have seen that his responsibility as herdsman for his 
*** tC ' 1 imolied a balance of force and tender care. We have 
peopk V e yng was supposed to exercise a creative intelli- 
tf£a „ n ability to issue proper commands, and a justice whic 
r^’/ething more than law. His officials were more con- 
^. S °/to law and precedent, but the king’s divine qualities 
H/itted him a discretion in the effecting of proper rule. 
Knlved in all this discussion there are unanswered ques- 
. dealing with the moral purposes of the state, outside of 
^mere aspect of the state as property. Such problems involve 
purposes of individual or group life and moral distinctions 
right and wrong. Now we shall wrestle with some of 
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CHAPTER IV 


Egypt: The Values of Life 

THE NATURE OF THIS ANALYSIS 

Tn the two preceding chapters few would quarrel with the 
generalizations that the ancient Egyptian saw his wider uni¬ 
verse in terms of his own Immediate environment and experi¬ 
ence and that the state had been entrusted to the divine pharaoh 
s o that he might control and nurture it as a herdsman tends his 
eattle. Now, however, we are to search for die values which 
the ancient Egyptian attached to life. If our thesis so far is 
valid, that man was an essential part of a consubstandal uni¬ 
verse and that man therefore applied the norm of the human 
to the non-human, we shall need to know what norm he 
applied to himself. Here we come to the real problem of specu¬ 
lative thought: What am I here for? Here it is not possible to 
^compound out one nice generalization to cover two thousand 
years of history. And such generalizations as may be made will 
not find as wide an acceptance among other scholars, because 
we inevitably use our own personal philosophies to evaluate 
the philosophies of others. Our conclusions may be fairly 
accurate on the nature of the evidence, but on the value of the 
evidence we shall hang our personal estimates. 

What were the purposes of life? In order to secure a visible 
picture of the possible answers, we might make a visit to Egypt 
and go down into two structures which should be comparable. 1 
Each is the tomb of an Egyptian vizier, that highest official of 
the land, the first deputy under the king. Near the Step Pyra¬ 
mid at Saqqara we enter the tomb of a vizier of the Old King¬ 
dom, a man who lived about 2400 b.c. The rooms are crammed 
and packed with vigorous scenes of life and the lust for more 
life. The vizier is shown spearing fish, while his servants bring 
a bellowing hippopotamus to bay. The vizier supervises the 
roping and butchering of cattle, the ploughing and harvesting 
of the fields, the carpenters and metal-workers in their shops. 
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and the building of boats for his funeral services. He presiJH 
over the vigorous punishment of tax delinquents, andT[l 
watches the games of children. Even when he is in repos^ 
when he listens to his wife playing the harp, he gives the 
pression of high potential, of being ready to spring into 
Non-spiritual and active life is the full account of this tonj| 
This is his monument for eternity; this is how he wants to be 
remembered; this is the good life which he wishes to extet^J 
into eternity. 

We leave this tomb and walk a few hundred yards to tbe 
tomb of a vizier of the Late Period, a man who lived aboig 
600 b.c. Eighteen hundred years have brought a quietud^ a 
pious calm. Here we see no exuberant noble, no bellowing hip* 
popotamus, no tumbling children. The walls are covered with 
ritual and magical texts. There are a few posed and dull pm 
tures of the vizier frozen in hieratic attitude before the god <§ 
the dead. There are a few vignettes to illustrate the texts with 
scenes of the underworld and the genii who live there. The life 
of this world is completely lacking; the funeral services and 
the world of the dead are the only concerns of this man. His 
monument for eternity concentrates on the next world instead 
of this life. His good consists in magic, ritual, and the favoul 
of his god. 

That is our problem. At one pole there is an emphasis on 
life, on action, and on the material world; at the other pole, an 
emphasis on death, on repose, and on religion. Clearly our dis¬ 
cussion must bridge the gap and must be historical in order to 
give the change from one stage to the other. We shall see two 
major periods of Egyptian thought, the aggressive and optimi»| 
tic earlier times and the submissive and hopeful later times* 
with a long period of transition between. It was like a hurricane 
with strong winds blowing to the east, then a dead centre of 
uncertain balance, and then the winds blowing just as strongly 
to the west. The earlier winds to the east were radical and 
individualistic; the later winds to the west were conservative 


and communal. But, as we said before, it depends upon who 
analyses the trends; another man has seen the earlier trend as 
a compliance to group forms and the later as an interest in 
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i, , inevitably the discussion involves the 

W. poUticalfand social prejudices of the analyst. 

’ t he old and middle kingdoms 

Fervor into the light of history seems to be 
the eaie E C nhenonienon, symbolized in the abrupt appear- 
a^ eI ^ f'stone' architecture of highest technical perfection^ 
g^ed once dramatized this brilliant flowering in these 

•ft Cairo Museum you may 

^sarcophagus which once contai V imagination 

fiS -ho P buih the ;^ehind the village of Gizeh. 

fjw this early architect to the P with the ^ins of a few small 

loilding in stone as -Kb ^ of ^ Great py fam id. Conceive, 

Jflateau, and staked g w ^ 0 to ld his surveyors to lay out 

then the dauntless courag knew that it would] take 

nearly two and a half mi mountain of masonry 481 &et 

to cover this thirteen^ thus , document in the history of 


be human mind. It clearly for his sovereign the 

fifeShJ^contiuesr of immortahry by sheer 

Wmand of material forces . 4 

This vivid picture «J~«*£J£ 5 g £S 

the zest for action and accomphsteient wm ^ period 

the Old ^ g f d °“ ° t ^§ghesUntellectual achievements, such 
come som^ of Egyp 1 * t Theology which we dis- 

as that philosophy rfthe ^te in ^ 

cussed previously and * This ra i ses questions about 

Edwin Smith Surgi^ py • forceful peop i e . They 
the antecedents of these dan g , r r> re -dvnastic 

Wdly seem visible in rhe rh^ e^for essum- 

Egypt. And ye. ■*« enno, see maa . 
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and thrusts it out into unknown realms. Sometimes the spl/ 
of man soars in dizzy flight beyond the plodding pace whC 
cultural evolution would see as normal, and there is good 
son to believe that this whole surge of power was quite 
enjoying only the stimulus of similar wonderful developrrk® 
known from Mesopotamia. The reasons for this sudden sp^ 
of pow'er are not clear. It was a revolution, the abrupt flox® 
ing of a slow development under the influence of some stl 
lation which remains obscure. One may argue that the stabj 
of state and society which permitted the beginnings of 
Egyptian dynasties laid new demands on individual men. 
were organized more effectively through the specification of 
function. One man was charged to be an architect, anothei to 
be a seal-cutter, another to be a record clerk. These functi^| 
had previously been avocations in a more simple society. Nd§ 
they were important enough to be vocations and called foifl 
the accumulation of abilities which had been latent but growjj 
in the earlier periods. For centuries the Egyptians had been 
gathering slow strength within the Nile Valley until their day 
arrived, and they sprang upward with a suddenness whicllis 
miraculous to us. The Egyptians also had a sense of someth^ 
very wonderful. They found themselves capable of great ac¬ 
complishment. Material success was their first goal of the gooi 
life. 

We can feel the relish with which a noble of the Old Kini 
dom relates his advances in station: (The King) made me 
Count and Overseer of Upper Egypt.... Never before had this 
office been conferred upon any servant, but I acted for him as 
Overseer of Upper Egypt to satisfaction. ... I filled an offict 
which made my reputation in this Upper Egypt. Never befofl 
had the like been done in this Upper Egypt/ 3 The attitude was 
a frontier spirit of visible accomplishments, of the first succesl 
in a new line. This was a youthful and self-reliant arrogan^ 
because there had been no setbacks. Man was enough in him* 
self. The gods? Yes, they were off there somewhere, and they 
had made this good world, to be sure; but the world was good 
because man was himself master, without need for the con* 
stant support of the gods. 
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Man’s world was not completely devoid of god, because the 
, under which the world operated had been laid down by 
or the gods, and any man who trangressed those rules 
K c accountable to god. Even in this early time, the word ‘god 
•used in the singular in referring to his system, his desires for 
1S “ or his judging violations of the system. It is not quite 
*f I ’ hi the Old Kingdom what god is involved in this singular 
se. Sometimes it is certainly the king, sometimes it is certainly 
♦he creator or supreme god, who had laid down the broad, 
general rules for the game of life. But sometimes there appear 
"T be unifi cation and personification of correct and efficient 
fcehaviour summed up in the will of ‘the god who is not as 
august or as distant as the king or the creator-god. If the hypo¬ 
thesis of consubstantiality is valid, this unification and uni¬ 
versality of deity is a problem which we have already faced. 
It was not monotheism; it was monophysitism applied to 

^ Where the principles of proper behaviour concern table eti¬ 
quette or administrative procedure, it is likely to be ‘the ka 
th a t has a governing interest as ‘the god’. 4 As we explained in 
the previous chapter, the Ai was the detached part of the human 
personality which protected and sustained the individual. As 
such it could well be the divine force within man which gov¬ 
erned his proper and successful activity. The frequency of Old 
Kingdom names like ‘Re-is-my-Af and ‘Ptah-is-my-A* sug¬ 
gests that, through the principles of consubstantiality and free 
substitution, the ka was thought to be a man’s god, sometimes 
godship in general, and sometimes a specific god, like a name 
saint or a patron saint. 

We are here referring to the Old Kingdom, when the gods 
of the pantheon were more remote from common man, 
although not necessarily from his intermediating ka. That situa¬ 
tion changed later. In the latter part of the Empire an Egyptian 
expressed a close personal relation to a specifically named god, 
who was his protector and controller. That direct relation to 
a personal god may be visible before the Empire in the ‘town 
god’ the equivalent of the local saint. In the early Eighteenth 
Dynasty, for example, a wish for a noble runs: ‘Mayest thou 


. 



108 before philosophy 

spend eternity in gladness of heart and in the favour nfth. 
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tfzs not formally responsible to Osiris, the later ruler of the 
iJead* His wealth and position in this life gave him confidence 
jkat he was fully effective now and later, and - as the lively 
g O01 b scenes show - he wanted a next world just as gay and 
^citing and successful as this world. 

want to emphasize just as -strongly as we can that the 
Egyptians of these times were a gay and lusty people. They 
Relished life to the full, and they loved life too fully to surren¬ 
der its hearty savour. That is why they denied the fact of death 
afl d carried over into the next world the same vigorous and 
merry life which they enjoyed here. 

We possess for this early period a book of etiquette for an 
official, ‘the utterances of beautiful speech ... as the instruction 
of the ignorant in knowledge and in the rules of good speech, 
which are of advantage to him who will listen and of disadvan¬ 
tage to him who may abuse them.’ 7 This contains the gospel 
of the ‘go-getter’, the bald rules for a young man who is on 
the make. It has been summarized as follows: 

The ideal picture is that of a correct man, who wisely avoids impulse 
and fits himself by word and deed into the administrative and social sys¬ 
tems. An assured career as an official awaits him. No moral concepts like 
good and bad come into discussion here; rather the standard lies in the 
characteristics of the knowing man and the ignorant man, perhaps best 
given in the words ‘smart* and ‘stupid*. Smartness can be learned. ... So 
rules are provided for a man’s career. If he pays attention, he will be smart; 
he will find the right way in all life’s situations through this smartness; and 
through his correct attitude he will bring his career to success. 8 

This book contains precepts for getting on with superiors, 
equals, and inferiors. Thus one who comes into competition 
with a speaker who is better at argument is advised to ‘cut 
down on bad talk by not opposing him’; one who meets an 
equal is to show his superiority by silence so that the attending 
officials may be impressed; and an inferior opponent is to be 
treated with indulgent disregard, for thus ‘thou shalt smite 
him with the punishment of the (truly) great.’ 9 He who sits at 
the table of a superior is urged to maintain a sedate counten¬ 
ance, to take only what he is offered, and to laugh only when 
his host laughs; thus the great one will be pleased and will 







before philosophy 


no 

accept whatever one may do. 10 An official who must listen to I 
the pleas of clients should listen patiendy and without rancotai ' 
because ‘a petitioner wants attention to what he says (eve* 
more than the accomplishing of that for which he came\ u | 
is seemly to found a household, to love and cherish a wif<| 
because c she is a field of advantage to her master’; and one 
must be careful to hold her from gaining mastery in the hous*l 
hold. 12 There is a practical, materialistic wisdom in the injun^ 
tion: "The wise man rises early in the morning to establish hixm 
self’, 13 or in the advice to be generous to one’s hangers-o^ 
because no one can foresee the exigencies of the future, and it 
is wise to build up the insurance of a body of grateful 
supporters. 14 

It would be unfair to leave the impression that the entire 
text is opportunistic and materialistic. There is one passagjj 
which urges on the official that honesty is the best policy, bui 
even this arises out of experience rather than principle. Tf thoj 
art a leader who directs the affairs of a multitude, seek for thy* 
self every benevolent opportunity until thy conduct shall bet 
without fault. Justice ii of advantage, and its utility lasts. It 
has not been disturbed since the time of its maker, whereat 
there is punishment for him who passes by its laws. ... It is 
(true that) evil may gain wealth, but the (real) strength of jus^ 
tice is that it lasts, for a man can say: “It was the property of 
my father (before me).”’ 15 Here lay the values of that age: 
a transmittable property and the experience that a man ‘got on* 
in the world if he was smart enough to follow certain com¬ 
mon-sense principles. A success visible to all men was the great 
good. These were the supreme values of the Old Kingdom, and 
they continued in value throughout Egyptian history. 

^ It was easy to worship success as long as success conferred 
its benefits on all men, as long as well-tended pyramids and 
tombs were the visible symbols of the lasting power of worldly 
success. But that happy state did not last. The Old Kingdom of 
Egypt collapsed into turmoil heels over head. The old values 
in position and property were swept away in an anarchy of 
force and seizure. The Egyptians ascribed their woes in part to 
a dissolution of their own character, but also to the violent 
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tered Egypt. When the provinces refused to pay taxes, the cen¬ 
tral control of agriculture broke down, and no one wouJJ 
plough even when the Nile was in beneficial flood. The oM 
profitable commerce with Phoenicia and Nubia had AW 
peared, so that the appearance of a few miserable traders frota 
the desert offering herbs and birds was now a remarkabk 
phenomenon. 16 m 

Egypt may have been moving steadily toward individualist* 
and decentralized power, but it had still had the single keys ton* 
of the kingship. When this had been removed, the whole arj 

uu j r , Be , hol<1, n has come to a P oint where the land is 
robbed of the kingship by a few irresponsible men.... Beholcfl 

the secret of the land, unknowable in its extent, has been 
exposed, Mid the (royal) residence has been overthrown within 
an hour. We have seen in the earlier wisdom literature that 
the norm for the good life had been the successful official. Now! 
the officials were in hunger and want. ‘Behold, no office at all 

1S m place > like a impeded herd without its herds¬ 

man. Changes have taken place, so that it is no (longer) like 
last year, but one year is more burdensome than another.™ 
he old values of a successful individual career, which showed 
to the world property, administrative position, and a tomb 
provisioned unto eternity had been swept away. What values 
couid be found to replace them? 

In the upset, some found only the negative answers of 
despair or scepticism. Some turned to suicide, and we read 
that the crocodiles of the river were sated because men went 
to them of their own accords One of the finest documents of 
Egyptian literature records the debate of a would-be suicide 
with his own ka, or soul. Life was too much for him, and he 
proposed to seek his death by fire. It was symptomatic of the 
times that the soul, which should have exhibited the consistent 
and directing attitude towards death, was the wavering mem- 
ber to the debate and could find no satisfactory answer to the 
man s melancholy It first was inclined to accompany him no 
matter what his end might be; then it shifted and tried to hold 
him back from violence. Still it had no constructive arguments 
for realizing a good life on this earth and could only urge the 
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n to forget his cares and seek sensual enjoyment. Finally, 
the man had contrasted the miseries of this life with the 
gober pleasures of the next world, the soul agreed to make 
a home with him no matter what his fate might be. There was 

answer except that this world was so bad that the next must 
be a release. 

'phis document carries a philosophy of pessimism worth 
our study. The man presented his argument to his soul in four 
poems of uniform tristichs contrasting life with the release of 
death. The first poem urged that the man’s name would be in 
had odour if he followed the advice of his soul to give himself 
up to pleasure. He had his own standards still, and he would 
not permit his good name to be damaged. 

Behold, my name will reek through thee 
More than the stench of fishermen. 

More than the stagnant swamps where they have fished. 

Behold, my name will reek through thee 
More than the stench of bird-droppings. 

On summer days when the sky is hot. 21 

In six more stanzas the man presented the evil odour of his 
deputation if he followed the cowardly advice of his soul. Then 
in a second poem he turned to a lament over the breakdown of 
standards in the society of his day. Three of the stanzas in this 
poem run as follows: 

To whom can I speak today ? 

(One’s) fellows are evil; 

The friends of today do not love. 

(To whom can I speak today ?) 

The gentle man has perished. 

But the violent man has access to everybody. 

To whom can I speak today ? 

No one remembers (the lessons of) the past; 

No one at this time does (good in return) for doing (good) sa 

From these evils of life the man turned to contemplate death 
as a blessed release. 

Death (stands) before me today 
(Like) the recovery of a sick man. 

Like going out-doors (again) after being confined. 
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Death (stands) before me today 
Like the fragrance of myrrh. 

Like sitting under a shade on a breezy day. 

Death (stands) before me today 
As a man longs to see his house. 

After he has spent many years held in captivity. 28 

Finally, the man urged the high privileges of the deaJ 

who had the power to oppose evil and who had free acr-Z 
to the gods. 

Nay, but he who is yonder 
Shall be a living god. 

Inflicting punishment upon the doer of evil. 

Nay, but he who is yonder 
Shall be a man of wisdom. 

Not stopped from appealing to R 5 when he speaks." 

T f hl * , was ahead of his da J r in rejecting the active valuM 
ol this life in favour of the passive values of future blessednqfl 
As we shall see, such submissiveness characterized a period a 
thousand years later. This was a tentative move in the pessimkl 
of the period - that one should seek death as a release instead 
of emphasizing the continuance of the life as known here. 

fi iri r , ^ man ’ S soul at one P oint ur S ed u P on him the 
tutility of taking life seriously and cried out: ‘Pursue a holidal 

(mood) and forget care!’** This theme of non-moral hedonisl 
occurs again in another text of the period, where the argumetl 
IS. The old standards of property and position have brokj 
down; we have no certainty about future happiness, so let us 
grasp what happiness we can in this world. The past show! 

lk„owlbk S tJmr“ “ “ d ' b "‘ , “ nSi,0 '>’ “ “ 

Generations pass away and others go on since the time of 

i hey that buiid buiwii, g s > are no 

more. What has been done with them? 

H ‘ IbaV " hea f d * e words of (the past sages) Imhotep and 
Hardedef, with whose saymgs men speak so much - /but) 
what are their places (now)? Their walls are crumbled, thei* 
places are non-existent, as if they had never been. 


one returns from (over) there, so that he might tell us 
faeit disposition, that he might tell us how they are, that he 
jnigbt still our hearts until we (too) shall go to the place where 
they have gone.’ 20 

Since that wisdom which was so highly prized in the earlier 
a ge had not guaranteed for the wise a visible survival in well- 
fcept tombs, and since it was impossible to tell how the dead 
£red in the other world, what was left for us here? Nothing, 

r cept to snatch at the sensual pleasures of the day. 

‘Make holiday and weary not therein! Behold, it is not given 
to a man to take his property with him. Behold, no one who 
goes (over there) can come back again P 27 
Thus the first two reactions to the defeat of a successful and 
optimistic world were despair and cynicism. But they were not 
|be only reactions. Egypt had still a spiritual and mental vigour 
which refused to deny the essential worth of individual man. 
He was still an object of value to himself. If his old standards of 
value in physical and social success had proved to be of ephe¬ 
meral nature, he began to grope for other standards which 
might have a more lasting nature. Dimly and uncertainly he 
became aware of the great truth that the things which are seen 
are temporal but that the things which are unseen may be of 
the very stuff of eternity. And eternal life was still his great 
goal. 

Now the words which we have just used and the words 
which we are going to use prejudice the discussion in terms of 
modern ethical judgments. That is deliberate. We consider the 
Egyptian Middle Kingdom to have reached moral heights in 
its search for the good life. This is a personal prejudice, in 
which we follow Professor Breasted, although our own analy¬ 
sis of the factors differs slightly from his. A counterview has 
been urged by others. They point out that the Egyptians of the 
earliest fully visible period, the Old Kingdom, reached heights 
which were never surpassed later - in technical ability (as in the 
Great Pyramid and in sculpture), in science (as in a remarkable 
surgical papyrus and in the institution of a calendar), and in 
philosophy (as in the Memphite Theology). This view would 
deny any assumption of progress beyond those points. Indeed, 
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it would protest at the claim of progress at all and would 
that we see change only and that this change is within the liqj 
its of a culture very largely static from the beginnings. Tl^ 
more it changes, the more it exhibits itself to be the samj 
There is undoubted truth to this. The materialism which ^ 
stressed as characterizing the Old Kingdom was still an impjj 
tant factor in this new period. The social-moral advances whij 
we shall claim for this new period were already indicated in 
the Old Kingdom (increasing democratization, concept of juJ 
tice, etc.). This view would also protest at the imposing of oj| 
consciously self-righteous standards of moral judgment upq| 
the ancient Egyptians. Have we the right to translate ma z at as 
‘justice’, ‘truth’, or ‘righteousness’, instead of ‘order’, ‘regfl 
larity’, or ‘conformity? Have we the right to hail increase 
democracy of viewpoint in ancient Egypt as ‘an advan<^| 
which was ‘good? 

We insist that one has the right to make moral judgmeqfl 
and to talk in terms of progress or decline. These are subje^ 
tive matters, not strictly scientific. But any generation has the 
right - nay, even the duty - of presenting the evidence objefl 
tively and then of giving a subjective valuation to the evidenqj 
We know that objectivity cannot be completely divorced frond 
subjectivity, but a scholar can attempt to show just what the 
evidence is and just where his personal criticism comes in. In 
the period which we are going to examine now, we wouli 
agree that a hard practical materialism still continued strong 
that the anti-ethical force of magic played a large role, and that 
the moral impulses which we shall stress had been preset^ 
earlier and continued later. But we are satisfied that there were 
changes of emphasis in this period and that these shifts of 
emphasis look like advances to a modern Westerner. 

The two great changes which we can see are a decline in the 
emphasis on position and material property as being the good 
of this life, with a corresponding shift of emphasis to propej 
social action as being the good, and a continuation of the 
individualistic trend of the Old Kingdom to the point wheel 
all good things were potentially open to all men. These two 
trends are ultimately the same: if the good in life is within the 
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_ t c f any man, rich or poor, then power and wealth are not 
Crates, but right relations to other men are strongly 
BpQ0xmended. . . 

*Three quotations will give us the new emphasis. A struggle 
f the previous period had been to build and maintain a tomb, 

° imposing funerary monument lasting to eternity. The Mid- 
Kingdom continued the physical establishment but intro- 
Ajced a new note: ‘Do not be evil, (for) kindliness is good. 
Make thy monument to be lasting through the love of thee. ... 
mien) the god will be praised by way of rewarding (thee).’ 5 * 8 
Here the monument which lasted came through other men’s 

C teful reaction to benevolence. A second passage gives 
trly the statement that the god delighted more in good 
gbaracter than in elaborate offerings; the poor man could thus 
bave as good a title to god’s interest as the rich. ‘More accep¬ 
table is the character of a man just of heart than the ox of the 
gvildoer.’ 29 

The most remarkable passage of the period is one which 
occurs only here and - as far as we know - was not repeated 
later. It stands isolated, and yet it was not foreign to the highest 
Aspiration of the times; it is a reason for prizing the spirit of 
Ibis age beyond those which preceded or followed. It stated 
|imply that all men were created equal in opportunity. In these 
words the suoreme eod eave the purposes of creation. 


I relate to you the four good deeds which my own heart 
did for me ... in order to silence evil. I did four good 
deeds within the portal of the horizon. 

I made the four winds that every man might breathe 
thereof like his fellow in his time. That is (the first) 
of the deeds. 

I made the great flood waters that the poor man might 
have rights in them like the great man. That is (the 
second) of the deeds. 

I made every man like his fellow. I did not command 
that they might do evil, (but) it was their hearts that 
violated what I had said. That is (the third) of the 
deeds. 
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I made that their hearts should cease from forgetting the 
west, in order that divine offerings might be made to 
the gods of the provinces. That is (the fourth) of the 
deeds. 80 

The first two passages of this text state that wind and waw 
are equally available to all men of any degree. In a land wh* 
prosperity depended upon securing a proper share in the inv2 
dation waters and where water control must have been a pow^ 
fill factor in setting one man in domination over another, 
assurance of equal access to water meant basic equality of op, 
portumty. The statement, ‘I made every man like his fellotlj 
that is, ‘all men are created equal’, was coupled with the god' 4 
insistence that he had not intended that they do evil, but thaj 
their own hearts had devised wrong. This juxtaposition of 
equality and wrongdoing says that social inequality is no patf 
of god’s plan, but man must bear that responsibility along 
This is a clear assertion that the ideal society would be fulhl 
equal!tarian. Certainly, ancient Egypt never came near thaf 
ideal, except as we moderns do in the pious postponement of 
full equality to the future life. But it was still a valid sublima* 
tion of the highest aspirations of the time. Wistfully it says! 
‘All men-should be equal; the creator-god did not make theia 
different.’ 

The final good deed of the supreme god was to call men’! 
attention to the west, the region of eternal life, and to urg* 
upon them pious service of their local gods in order to attaijj 
die west. These were important changes of this period, the 
democratization of the next world and closer attachment to the 
gods. AU men might now enjoy eternity in the same terms as 
had the king alone in the previous period. We do not kncqg 
just what kind of continued existence the ordinary man of the 
Old Kingdom had been conceded. He was to continue with 
his ka, and he was to become an akh, an ‘effective’ personality 
The pharaoh of the Old Kingdom, however, was to becomfl 
a god in the realm of the gods. Now that future of the pharaol 
was open also to commoners. They were to become gods as he 
had become a god. Whereas only the dead king had becomj 
Osiris in the earlier period, now every deceased Egyptian be- 
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fining eternal blessedness was put in relation to an after¬ 
life judgment in which his character was assessed by a tribunal 

of g ods - 

pictorially, this judgment of character was already a weigh- 
j0g of justice. In the future this was to become a judgment 
before Osiris as the god of the dead, with the man’s heart 
placed in the scales against the symbol for justice. Those ele- 
nients were already present in the Middle Kingdom, Osiris as 
god of the dead and a judgment of the deceased in terms of 
Justice, but they were not yet put together into a single consis¬ 
tent scene. Instead there was still a carry-over of the older 
order in which the supreme god, the sun-god, was the judge. 
There was democratization of the next world and Osirianiza- 
tion, but the entry to the eternal life was not wholly within the 
control of Osiris. We have reference to ‘that balance of Re, in 
which he weighs justice’; 31 and the deceased was assured that 
‘thy fault will be expelled and thy guilt will be wiped out by 
the weighings of the scales on the day of reckoning characters 
and it will be permitted that thou join with those who are in 
the (sun)-barque’, 32 and that ‘there is not a god who will con¬ 
test a case with thee, and there is not a goddess who will 
contest a case with thee, on the day of reckoning charac¬ 
ters’. 33 It was a tribunal of the gods, presumably under the 
presidency of the supreme god, to whom the deceased must 
make his report. ‘He shall reach the council ot the gods, the 
place where the gods are, his ka being with him and his offer¬ 
ings being in front of him, and his voice shall be justified in the 
reckoning up of the surplus: though he may tell his faults, 
they will be expelled for him by all that he may say.’ 34 All this 
shows that there was a judging of the dead in terms of weigh¬ 
ing the excess or deficiency of his good against his bad and 
that a tavourable outcome of the weighing was a prerequisite 
to eternal blessedness. This weighing was a calculation of 
tna c at> justice. 

We have met ma z at before. Basically, it is probably a physi¬ 
cal term, ‘levelness, evenness, straightness, correctness’, in a 
sense of regularity or order. From that it can be used in the 
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mmphonad sense of‘uprightness, righteousness, truth , 
nee . There was a real emphasis on this mefat in the Mid, 
Kingdom in the sense of social justice, righteous dealing with 
one s fellow-men. That was the main theme of the story of thZ 
eloquent peasant, which comes rrom this period. Througho j 
his pleadings the peasant demanded from the high offidj 
simple justice as a moral right. Just dealing had its minimum 
m the conscientious carrying-out of responsibilities. ‘CheatinS 
diminishes justice, (but) filling (to) good (measure) - neithe! 
too low nor overflowing - is justice.’** But, as we saw in the 
preceding chapter, justice was not simply legal commerce but 
was the seeking-out of good in relation to need: ferrying 
across the river the poor man who could not pay and doinS 

Mi^/ n ^ dVa j Ce ° f any known feturn - And » theme of the 
Middle Kingdom was social responsibility: the king was . 

herdsman who cherished his herds; the official had a positive 
duty toward the widow and the orphan; in short, every man 
had rights which imposed responsibilities upon other men. 
Even the sculptures of the time sought to bring out this 
emphasis on conscientious character and moved from a deli- 

“r f Tl 17 and f ° rCe to a P° rtta yal of concern for 
obhgations. Such careworn portraits of the pharaohs of the 
Middle Kingdom are well known. 

Ml this has been eloquently urged by Breasted, and we need 
not document it in further detail. If one seeks to state his 
rgument differently, it would simply be in a difference of 
definition of conscience’ or of ‘character’ and a failure to give 
the story the simple anil straightforward emphasis which he 
achieves. In the previous period there had been a demand for 
justice in this world and for the next,** and there had certainly 

^ n f ^ er f the fo rceful personalities who had built a 
great state. But here in the Middle Kingdom greater emphasis 
in some lines and lesser emphasis in others permitted an age of 
real social conscientiousness, in which the psychologicafand 

=££££ ,h “* “■ 1 L ~r 

' i ™’ 1 Middk Ktogdoa,, the trend in encient 

gypt had been centrifugal and atomistic: individual man had 
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E fl the valued unit. First his individual abilities had been 
r ked out for value, then his individual rights had been 
agnized. Egypt had been moving somewhat blindly along 
gp r0 ad from theocratic autarchy towards democracy of a kind. 

spirit was still an encouragement to fill this life with 
fctivity, and each man was given an opportunity to realize the 
jostling, practical, important life here. Consequently, they 
Jintinued to love this life and defy death. The definition of 
guccess may have shifted slightly, but it was still true that a 
jnccessful life carried over and repeated itself happily in the 
fiext world. Consequently, the tombs, which were the bridges 
between two existences, continued to stress the abundance of 
life. The scenes of hunting, shipbuilding, and merrymaking 
^ere as vigorous as ever. Only an increased attention to scenes 
of the burial and a few representations of religious feasts sug¬ 
gest to us a new sobriety. It was still the case that the greatest 
good lay in the good life here and not an escape from this life 
to a different future life or a resigned submission to the gods. 
Individual man still enjoyed himself. 


THE EMPIRE AND LATER 

We come now to the cause of the great transition in the Egyp¬ 
tian ethos. We come to the second political revolution, the 
Second Intermediate Period, lying between the Middle King¬ 
dom and the Empire, between the eighteenth and sixteenth 
centuries b.c. Again the central government broke down; 
again there was competition for the rule by a number of small 
princelings. Probably a weakening of personal force and 
character in the central government unleashed the self-seeking 
individualism of local princes. But the great difference this 
time was the forceful and conquering incursion of foreigners. 
Asiatic princes, whom we call the Hyksos, established them¬ 
selves in armed camps within Egypt and dominated the land 
with a firmness which was repressive to the still flowering 
Egyptian spirit. For the first time Egypt as a whole suffered a 
setback in that philosophy which said: We are the centre and 
summit of the world; we are free to permit expansion of spirit 
to the individuals of our community. Now, for the first 














122 


BEFORE PHILOSOPHY 


time, that community was aware of a serious threat from 
outside world. Now, for the first time, that community 
to draw together into a unity in order to meet and avert th^ 
threat. 

Egypt did unite and throw out the ‘vagabonds’, who ha| 
dared to rule the land ‘in ignorance, of Re’. 37 But the ihr<^ 
was not met by driving them out of Egypt; it was necessary! to 
pursue them into Asia and to keep on pounding them so th*| 
they might never again threaten the land of the Nile. The® 
was built up a psychosis for security, a neuropathic awarenc® 
of danger similar to that which has characterized Europe io 
modern times. That common sentiment for security welddj 
the Egyptians into a self-conscious nation. It has been point^i 
out that only in this period of liberation do the Egyptiaj 
speak of their troops as ‘our army’, instead of crediting the 
forces to the king. 38 There was a patriotic fervour which pm 
the country’s interests before the interests of the individual® 

Such a unified spirit was born of the sense of common peril 
The common desire for security need not have survived aft! 
the Egyptian Empire extended the military frontier of Egyjl 
well into Asia and thus removed the peril from the immediaj 
frontier. That should have given the external security whicl 
would relieve the need for communal solidarity. However* it 
was a restless age, and there were perils on the distant horizoi 
which could be invoked to hold the community together, sinc4 
unity was to the advantage of certain central powers. When 
the threat of the Hyksos had subsided, the threat of the Hittitdl 
appeared and endangered the Asiatic Empire of Egypt. There¬ 
after came the Sea Peoples, the Libyans, and the Assyrians. A 
fear psychosis, once engendered, remained present. And therdi 
were forces in Egypt which kept alive this fear psychosis in 
order to maintain the unified purpose of Egypt. 

The course of empire is justified in terms of a crusade, the 
acceptance of a ‘manifest destiny’ to extend one culture in 
domination over another. Whether empire is basically econo* 
mic or political, it must have a religious, spiritual and intellect 
tual vindication. In Egypt that sanction came through the 
god-king who stood for the state, and it came through the 
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. e , national gods who participated in the removal of a 
Areat to Egypt by supporting the extension of the frontiers of 
\ land. The national gods commissioned the pharaoh to 
r rch forth and widen the land; indeed, they marched with 
at the head of the divisions of his army. The extension of 

the nation was their own extension. . 

In how far the gods invested in Egyptian victory in a strictly 
economic sense is uncertain. We do not know whether the 
temples acted as bankers to finance foreign conquest and em- 
JLTThey probably did so when they became wealthy and had 
Extensive assets, because empire constantly increased their 
wealth. At any rate, they did invest in Egyptian victory in a 
•oiritual-propagandistic sense, in giving a divine blessing and 
a divine guarantee to empire. For this they received an econo¬ 
mic return. This is rather explicitly stated in the monuments; 
the pharaoh erected buildings, established and endowed feasts, 
«id presented land and serfs to the god who had given the 
victory. The previously modest temples in Egypt grew in 
physical size, in personnel, in land, and in total property, until 
Ley became the dominating factor in Egyptian political, 
social, and economic life. It has been estimated that, after the 
Empire had had three hundred years of active life, the Egypt¬ 
ian temples owned one out of every five inhabitants of the 
nation and owned almost one-third of the cultivable land. 
Naturally the temples were interested in perpetuating and tig - 
tening a system which was so greatly to their advantage. In 
order to secure their advantage, they had to insist on the group 
solidarity of the people for the national interest which had 
made the temples rich and strong. Ultimately they swallowed 
up not only the people but also the pharaoh. r , 

Now look at the implications of this history in terms of the 
individual human. The previous tendency from the Old King¬ 
dom up to the Empire had been centrifugal, atomistic, indi¬ 
vidualistic: the good life was to be found in the fullest expres¬ 
sion of each person. Now the tendency was centripetal, na¬ 
tionalistic, communal: the good life was to be found m the 
group interest, and the individual was caUed upon to 
to the asserted needs of the group. Any wavering and tentative 
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approach to an individualistic expression was cancelled out| 
any sense that the Egyptian community was a thing of val\^| 
in itself was a cardinal doctrine. 

A revolution of this spiritual and intellectual kind is not 
established by a congress which draws up a manifesto af 
change; it takes place so gradually as to be perceptible onli 
over the centuries. Even a rebellion against the change, suclj 
as characterized the Amarna Revolution, was perhaps as mud| 
an unsystematized protest against the power mechanics of the 
change as a protest against the principles of the change. Foe 
centuries the Egyptian texts went on reiterating the older for** 
mulas, while the Egyptian tombs repeated the older lustjj 
enjoyment of the manifold opportunities of this life. It is just 
as if Americans should turn gradually to a socialistic govern^ 
ment and a rationalistic ethics while repeating the slogans of 
democracy and Calvinistic Protestantism; they would be 
unaware of the change for a long time after it had been 
effective. 

Thus there were centuries of empire before the force of the 
change became visible in Egyptian literature and art. Only 
gradually were the old stereotypes replaced by new formulas* 
When the revolution was complete, we find that the goals of 
life had shifted from a vigorous, individualistic existence in 
this world, which would be rewarded by repetition in the next 
world, to a conforming and formalistic life in this world. As 
far as the individual Egyptian was concerned, his horizon of 
opportunity had become circumscribed; he was advised to 
submit because he was presented with an escape from this 
world’s limitations by a promise of better things in the next 
world. Those better things were now less of his own agency 
and more the gift of the gods. There was thus not only a shift 
from the individual to the group but also a shift from an enjoy¬ 
ment of this world to the promise of the next world. That will 
explain the contrast between those two tombs which we out¬ 
lined previously in this chapter, where the earlier monumenf 
presented gay and vigorous depictions of field, shop, and 
market place, whereas the later monument concentrated on the 
ritual approach to afterlife. 
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Let us try to document this thesis from the literature and 

r rticularly from the wisdom literature. One’s first impression 
that the late instructions in correct behaviour are just like the 
tlier instructions; in much the same Polonius language they 
- u t he young official how to get on in his profession. Effective 
Practical etiquette - at table, in the street, or in the law court - 
L the continuing theme. But gradually one is aware of differ- 
nces. The reasons given for the injunctions have changed. 
Lck in the older days a man had been advised to take good 
care of his wife, because ‘she is a field of advantage to her 
master’. Now the man was told to remember the patience and 
devotion of his own mother and to treat his wife in accordance 
w ith his loving gratitude to his mother. 40 Whereas the older 
texts had enjoined patience and impartiality upon the official 
when dealing with poor clients, now he was to take positive 
action on behalf of the poor. ‘If thou findest a large debt 
against a poor man, make it into three parts, throw out two, 
and let one remain.’ Why should one take such an uneconomi¬ 
cal action? The answer is that he cannot live with his own 
conscience unless he does. ‘Thou wilt find it like the ways of 
life. Thou wilt lie and and sleep (soundly). In the morning thou 
wilt find it (again) like good news. It is better to be praised as 
one whom people love than (to have) riches in the storehouse. 
Better is bread when the heart is happy than riches under (the 
weight of) troubles.’ 41 This was a change from the older texts; 
position and property were not so important now as the sense 
of right relations with other men. A man belonged to society, 
not to himself alone. 

The key word for the developed spirit of this period was 
‘silence’, which we may render also with ‘calm, passivity, tran¬ 
quillity, submission, humility, meekness’. This ‘silence is 
linked with weakness or poverty in such contexts as Thou art 
Amon, the lord of the silent, who comes at the voice of the 
poor’ 42 and ‘Amon, the protector of the silent, the rescuer of 
the poor’. 43 Because of that equation these characteristic 
expressions of humility have been designated as a religion of 
the poor. 44 It is true that meekness has always been a virtue 
recommended to the dispossessed, but our essential point is 
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that every Egyptian of this period was dispossessed in term*., I 
a right to self-expression; he had been cut off from the ° 
couragement to voluntary self-development and was 
constrained to a deterministic submission to the needs of £ 
group. In proof of this assertion that the spirit of humility ^ 
not confined to the poverty-stricken, we would point out S 
a very high-placed official was at pains to describe himseffl 

i"r andthat e r the high priest ° f Am ° n 

the rim WaS Pr T rly and ^ silent ’- 46 1" *e spirit 

eLnE u eaCtlVe f and SUCcessfol official found it necessarjito 

emphasize his conformance to the national pattern of o 52 

As the objectionable contrast to the silent man, the tm, 
offered the ‘heated’ or ‘passionate’ man, who « Toud <5 

gSSsSsSS3£S?£ 
^KSffiSSSSSBS 

bufitWuT* Had ° fte , n been enjoined in ^ earlier perioJ 
but it had been a topical silence: do not speak or resist unl2 

you are smart enough « Indeed, it had been emphasized^ 

Srst ‘* f °™ d i” t* «»*■ of s 

^nld so rir th 3g ^ When f0UDd - 4# N ow, in this 
JZh g d p -U ’ he COntlnuln g injunction was silence alone In 
dealings with superiors or in the government offices it was 
ubnussive silence which would give you ultimate success 1 

sfientranmorfth 0 V ^7™ ° f g ° d ’ Vho Ioves ** 

silent man more than him who is loud of voice’ si and whos* 
protection would confound one’s opponents ^ ‘The dwelliaf 
god its abomination is clamour. Pray thou with a loving 

^ neS T ?^ h e ^ U s *pp,;a 

% needs; he will hear what thou sayest and will accep/thy 
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Bering*’ 53 The well of wisdom is not free for all who wish to 
K n k therefrom; ‘it is sealed to him who can discover his 
ijjuutK (hut) it is open to him who is silent’. 54 
jhe new deterministic philosophy was rather definitely 

6 ted in terms of the will of god, placed over against man’s 
plessness. ‘The god is (always) in his success, (whereas) 
lp a n is (always) in his failure.’ This statement of man’s 
jisential need of god was continued in an early expression 
0 f Homo proposuit sed Deus disponit\ ‘One thing are the 
l^ords which men say, (but) another thing is what the god 
jjoes.’ 55 Gone was the earlier reliance upon man himself 
within the general pattern of the world order; now he speci¬ 
ally and always failed unless he conformed to that which 
the god directed. 

Thus this period came to have a strong sense of fate or 
external determining force. One may say that this had not been 
entirely absent in earlier times in some magical force or other. 
The ka had been a semi-detached part of personality which had 
effected a man’s career. But now the god Fate and the goddess 
fortune stood outside the personality in remote but firm con¬ 
trol. One could not pursue one’s own interest without regard 
to these regulators on behalf of the gods. ‘Cast not thy heart in 
pursuit of riches, (for) there is no ignoring Fate and Fortune. 
Place not thy heart upon externals, (for) every man belongs to 
his (appointed) hour.’ 56 Man was charged not to search too 
deeply into the affairs of the gods, because the deities of destiny 
were his controlling limitation. ‘Do not (try to) find for thy¬ 
self the powers of the god himself, (as if) there were no Fate 
and Fortune.’ 57 

It is possible to emphasize the role of fate exclusively in this 
period. There was still some voluntarism within the deter¬ 
mined scheme of things. The young man was warned against 
a fatalism which prevents his searching for wisdom: ‘Beware 
lest thou say: “Every man is according to his (own) nature. 
Ignorant and wise are of one piece (only). Fate and Fortune 
are carved on the nature (of a man) in the writings of the god 
himself. Every man passes his lifetime in an hour.” (Nay), 
teaching is good, and there is no wearying in it, and a son 
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should answer with the utterances of his father. I cause the| 
to know what is right in thy (own) heart, so that thou do wh*| 
is correct in thy sight.’ 58 

If success lay only with god and man was doomed to failuj* 
we should expect to find expressions of the sense of person! 
shortcoming, ultimately stated as a consciousness of sin. SucJ 
expressions do appear at this time. To be sure, the nature of 
sin is not always clear, and it may involve only ritual irregijj 
larity rather than ethical wrongdoing. But we can insist upon 
an acknowledgment of error when a man says: ‘Though the 
servant is normally (disposed) to do evil, yet the Lord is 
normally (disposed) to be merciful.’ 59 In another case it was 
the specific crime of perjury that led a man to say of his godj 
‘He caused men and gods to look on me as if I were a man that 
does abominations against his Lord. Righteous was Ptah, Lord 
of Truth, toward me, when he disciplined me.’ 60 

What is left for men when they are denied voluntary self- 
expression and are put into a rigid framework of conformant*! 
Well, there was an escape from the limitations of this world in 
the promise of the next world, and it is possible to see an 
intensification of the desire for escape in Egypt, leading ulti¬ 
mately to monasticism and apocalyptic promise. But the pro¬ 
mise of something distant is an uncertain thing in the day-by* 
day activity of a person; he wants something warmer right 
now. Thus the sense of personal wrongdoing called forth it* 
antidote in a sense of divine nearness and mercy. The indivi¬ 
dual was swallowed up in a great impersonal system and felt 
lost. Very well, there was a god who was interested in him, 
who punished his transgressions, and who then healed him 
with mercy. Again and again the texts call upon a god or god¬ 
dess to come in compassion to suffering man. ‘I cried out to 
my Mistress; (then) I found that she came to me with sweet 
airs. She showed mercy to me, (after) she had made me behold 
her hand. She turned about again to me in mercy; she caused 
me to forget the sickness that had been [upon] me. Yea, the 
peak of the West is merciful if one cries out to her.’ 61 

Thus, in compensation for the loss of individual voluntary 
ism and the imposition of group determinism, there emerged 
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warmer personal relation between an Egyptian and his own 
*od, and the period of the late Empire has been characterized 
f y Breasted as the ‘age of personal piety’. There was love and 
jfijstonthe part of the worshipper; there was justice and mercy 
on the P art t ^ ie t ^ le rev °lution of Egyptian feeling, 

the good life lay no longer in cultivation of personality but in 
surrender of personality to some greater force, with the 
recompense for surrender a security offered by that greater 
force. 

It would take too long to argue the full development of this 
changed psychology of a people. The substitution of god s 
mercy for the encouragement of the individual spirit did not 
prove satisfactory. The joy went out of life. The Egyptian was 
called upon to rest content in humility and faith. Humility he 
did show. But faith is ‘assurance of things hoped for, a convic¬ 
tion of things not seen’. He might and did still hope for better 
things in the world to come, but his conviction of things not 
seen was limited by the experience of things seen. He saw that 
his own personal god, who showed him mercy in his weak¬ 
ness, was also litde and weak like himself. He saw that the 
great gods of Egypt, the national gods, were rich, distant, 
powerful and demanding. The priesthood of Egypt was still 
growing in power and control and demanded blind conform¬ 
ance to the system that gave the temples power and control. 
Individual man was caught in a strait jacket of rites and obliga¬ 
tions, and his only comfort lay in soothing words and distant 
promises. He turned from a lusty appreciation of this life to 
means of escape from this life. 

In the desire for escape from the present, the Egyptian 
turned not only to the afterworld future but also to the happy 
past. As we saw in chapter i, the Egyptians had always had a 
strong sense of the achievement, power, and dignity of earlier 
times. Constantly they invoked the good models of their past, 
whether the mythological times of the rule of the gods or the 
hazily historical times of the earliest kings. 

Earlier in this chapter we quoted an old bit of agnosticism, 
in which the writer said in effect: The former sages Imhotep 
and Hardedef are much quoted, but they were unable to pro- 
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tect their tombs or their physical property; what did th C j T 
wisdom avail them, after all? In later times the expressii 
about $hese ancestors was different: Their wisdom did ayjf 
them, for they had left a memorial worthy of reverence, ‘A* 
for those learned scribes since the times which came after the 
gods ... their names have come to be lasting forever, althou^ 
they (themselves) have gone. ... They did not make for theisfc 
selves pyramids of metal, with tombstones of iron. They wet* 
not able to leave heirs in children. ... But they made heirs for 
themselves in writings and in the wisdom literature which they 
left.... Books of wisdom were their pyramids, and the pen was 
their child. ... Is there (anyone) here like Hardedef? Is thett 
another like Imhotep? ... They are gone and forgotten, but 
their names through (their) writings cause them to be remem¬ 
bered’. 62 

This strong sense of a rich and proud past comforted an age 
which felt uncertainty in its present. Ultimately this nos talg| 
for earlier times grew into archaism, with a rather blind and 
ignorant copying of the forms of a distant past Personal pietg 
was not able to make the concept of a single fatherly god 
adequate. The search for the spiritual support of religion went 
instead over to a recourse to oracles and over to strict ritualim 
tic observance, until religion became as empty as Herodott* 
saw it. Within the confinement of a system of national confbn 
mance even the god-king became a mere puppet of the laws, as 
Diodorus saw him. Egypt had not had the opportunity or the 
capacity to work out the inter-relation of man and god in 
terms satisfactory to both. To put it in a different context 
Egypt had not had the opportunity or the capacity to work out 
the inter-relation of the individual and the community in terms 
of benefit to both. There the Hebrews went farther, but there 
we are still struggling at the present day. 

THE INTELLECTUAL ROLE OF EGYPT 

Did ancient Egypt contribute any significant element to the 
continuing philosophy, ethics, or world-consciousness of latdj 
times? No, not directly in fields which one may specify, as in 
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jke case of Babylonian science, Hebrew theology, or Greek or 
gkinese rationalism. One might critically say that the weight 
nf ancient Egypt was not consonant with her size, that her 
Ltellectual and spiritual contributions were not up to her 
^flgth of years and her physical memorial, and that she herself 
wa s unable to realize on her promising beginnings in many 
fel<3s. 

But the very size of Egypt left its mark on her neighbours, 
ffhe Hebrews and the Greeks were deeply conscious of a past 
power and a past stability of this colossal neighbour and had, a 
ffZ gue and uncritical appreciation of ‘all the wisdom of the 
Egyptians’. This high appreciation gave them two factors for 
the stimulation of their own thinking: a sense of high valuq 
putside their own times and places, so that their philosophies 
had the benefit of some historical setting, and a curiosity 
*bout the more obvious Egyptian achievements: accomplish¬ 
ments in art and architecture, governmental organization, and 
a sense of geometric order. If in gratifying that curiosity about 
Egypt they came across intellectual or ethical advances made 
by Egypt, these could only be valid to them in terms of their 
own experiences, because they were already ancient history in 
Egypt. The Hebrews or Greeks had to rediscover for them¬ 
selves any elements which had already lost persuasive force in 
Egypt. That culture had reached her intellectual and spiritual 
heights too early to develop any philosophy which could be 
transmitted in cultural heritage to the ages. Like Moses, she had 
had a distant glimpse of the Promised Land, but it was left to 
others to cross the Jordan and begin the Conquest. 
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gj^kes, Lebensregeln und Leben swished der alien Agypter (Leipzig, 1933)- 


SUGGESTED READINGS 

The references given in the notes to chapters ii-iv are of an abbreviated 
character known to Egyptologists who may wish to check our trans¬ 
lations. Such references normally refer to the source documents. For more 
general reading there is no work on ancient Egypt covering the same 
ground as that given in these chapters. However, certain titles may be 
listed as providing valuable discussions along similar lines. James H. 
Breasted, Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt (New York: 
Scribner’s, 1912), was a brilliant pioneer work, which is still unsurpassed 
even by the same author’s The Dawn of Conscience (New York: Scribner’s* 
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CHAPTER V 


Mesopotamia : The Cosmos as a State 

INFLUENCE OF ENVIRONMENT IN EGYPT AND 
MESOPOTAMIA 

passing from ancient Egypt to ancient Mesopotamia, we 
I leaving a civilization whose enduring monuments still 
‘proud pyramids of stone proclaiming man’s sense of 
I Brereign power in his triumph over material forces’. We are 
p,ving on to a civilization whose monuments perished, whose 
ijties - in the words of the prophet - ‘have become heaps’. 

E ere is scant reminder of ancient grandeur in the low grey 
tunds which represent Mesopotamia’s past. 

It is altogether fitting that this should be so. It suits the 
basic moods of the two civilizations. Were the Egyptian to 
come back today, he would undoubtedly take heart from the 
Jjdurance of his pyramids, for he accorded to man and to 
gian’s tangible achievements more basic significance than most 
^vilizations have been willing to do. Were the Mesopotamian 
to return, he could hardly feel deeply disturbed that his works 
have crumbled, for he always knew, and knew deeply, that as 
for ‘mere man - his days are numbered; whatever he may do, 
he is but wind ’. 1 To him the centre and meaning of existence 
Jlways lay beyond man and his achievements, beyond tangible 
jhings in intangible powers ruling the universe. 

How the Egyptian and the Mesopotamian civilizations came 
to acquire these very different moods—one trusting, the other 
|istrusting, man’s power and ultimate significance—is not an 
«asy question. The ‘mood’ of a civilization is the outcome of 
processes so intricate and so complex as to defy precise analy¬ 
sis. We shall therefore merely point to a single factor which 
'Would seem to have played a considerable role - the factor of 
Environment. Chapters ii-iv have already stressed the active 
iole of the environment in shaping the outlook of early 
(Egypt. Egyptian civilization arose in a compact country where 
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village lay reassuringly close to village, the whole ridgS 
around and isolated by protecting mountain barriers. I 
this sheltered world gassed every day a dependable, never I 
ing sun, calling Egypt back to life and activity after the dajjj^ 
ness of night; here rose every year the trusty Nile to fertile ■ 
and revivify the Egyptian soil. It is almost as though Natui* 
had deliberately restrained herself, as though she had set thi$ 
secure valley apart so that man could disport himself 
hindered. 

It is small wonder that a great civilization arising on sucj| a 
scene should be filled with a sense of its own power, should!be 
deeply impressed with its own - with human - accompli^ 
ments. Chapter iv defined the attitude of early Egypt as \ 
frontier spirit of visible accomplishments, of the first success in 
a new line. There was a youthful and self-reliant arrogao^J 
because there had been no setbacks. Man was enough in him- 
self. The gods? Yes, they were off there somewhere, and they 
had made this good world, to be sure; but the world was good 
because man was himself master, without need for the con¬ 
stant support of the gods’. 

The experience of Nature which gave rise to this mood 
found direct expression in the Egyptian notion of the cosmos 
The Egyptian cosmos was eminendy reliable and comforts^ 
It had*- to quote chapter ii - ‘reassuring periodicity; its struc¬ 
tural framework and mechanics permitted the reiteration of 
life through the rebirth of life-giving elements’. 

Mesopotamian civilization grew up in an environmdi 
which was signally different. We find there, of course, the same 
great cosmic rhythms - the change of the seasons, the un¬ 
wavering sweep of sun, moon, and stars - but we also find an 
element of force and violence which was lacking in Egypt. The 
Tigris and Euphrates are not like the Nile; they may rise un~ 
predictably and fitfully, breaking man’s dykes and submergiij 
his crops. There are scorching winds which smother man in 
dust, threaten to suffocate him; there are torrential rains whid* 
turn all firm ground into a sea of mud and rob man of his 
freedom of movement: all travel bogs down. Here, in Meso* 
potamia. Nature stays not her hand; in her full might she cut* 
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y OS s and overrides man’s will, makes him feel to the full how 

f ehtlv he matters. , 

%ie mood of Mesopotamian civilization reflects this. Man 
• not tempted to overrate himself when he contemplates 
Lwers in nature such as the thunderstorm and the yearly 
|ood. Of the thunderstorm the Mesopotamian said that its 
Lreadful flares of light cover the land like a cloth ’. 2 The 
Oppression which the flood made on him may be gathered 
from the following description: 

The rampant flood which no man can oppose. 

Which shakes the heavens and causes earth to tremble. 

In an appalling blanket folds mother and child. 

Beats down the canebrake’s full luxuriant greenery, 

And drowns the harvest in its time of ripeness. 

Rising waters, grievous to eyes of man. 

All-powerful flood, which forces the embankments 
And mows mighty mesu- trees, . 

(Frenzied) storm, tearing all things in massed confusion. 

With it (in hurtling speed). 3 

Standing amidst such powers, man sees how weak he is, 
realizes with dread that he is caught in an interplay of giant 
forces. His mood becomes tense; his own lack of power makes 
him acutely aware of tragic potentialities. , 

The experience of Nature which produced this mood lound 
direct expression in the Mesopotamian’s notion of the cosmos 
in which he lived. He was in no way blind to the great rhythms 
of the cosmos; he saw the cosmos as order, not as anarchy. But 
to him that order was not nearly so safe and reassuring as it 
was to the Egyptian. Through and under it he sensed a multi¬ 
tude of powerful individual wills, potentially divergent, po¬ 
tentially conflicting, fraught with a possibility of anarchy. He 
confronted in Nature gigantic and wilful individual powers. 

To the Mesopotamian, accordingly, cosmic order did not 
appear as something given; rather it became something 
achieved - achieved through a continual integration of the 
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many individual cosmic wills, each so powerful, so frighten¬ 
ing. His understanding of the cosmos tended therefore to 
express itself in terms of integration of wills, that is, in terms 
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of social orders such as the family, the community, and, mo$g 
particularly, the state. To put it succinctly, he saw the cosmSJ 
order as an order of wills - as a state. 

Jn presenting this view here, we shall discuss first the perio 4 
in which it may be assumed to have originated. We shall theq 
take up the question of what the Mesopotamian saw in th$ 
phenomena of the world around him, in order to show how it 
could be possible for him to apply an order from the sociaj 
sphere, the state, to the basically different world of Nature! 
Lastly, we shall discuss that order in detail and comment on 
those forces which played the most prominent part in it. 




THE COSMOS AS A STATE 


teristic of Mesopotamian agriculture. Concurrent with this 
and closely inter-related with it was a spectacular increase in 
population. The old villages expanded into cities; new settle¬ 
ments were founded throughout the country. And, as village 
grew into city, the political pattern of the new civilization 
emerged - Primitive Democracy . In the new city-state ultimate 
political power rested with a general assembly of all adult free¬ 
men. Normally the everyday affairs of the community were 
guided by a council of elders; but in times of crisis, for in¬ 
stance, when war threatened, the general assembly could con¬ 
fer absolute powers on one of its members and proclaim him 


DATE OF THE MESOPOTAMIAN VIEW OF THE WORLD 

The Mesopotamian’s understanding of the universe in which 
he lived seems to have found its characteristic form at about 
the time when Mesopotamian civilization as a whole took 
shape, that is, in the Proto-literate period, around the middle 
of the fourth millennium b.c. 

Thousands of years had already passed since man first 
entered the valley of the Two Rivers, and one prehistoric 
culture had followed another - all basically alike, none signally 
different from what one might have found elsewhere in the 
world. During those millenniums agriculture was the chief 
means of support. Tools were fashioned from stone, rarely 
from copper. Villages, made up of patriarchal families, seem 
to have been the typical form of settlement. The most con¬ 
spicuous change from one such culture to another, surely not 
a very profound one, seems to have been in the way pottery 
was made and decorated. 

But with the advent of the Proto-literate period the picture 
changes. Overnight, as it were, Mesopotamian civilization 
crystallizes. The fundamental pattern, the controlling frame¬ 
work within which Mesopotamia is to live its life, formulate 
its deepest questions, evaluate itself and evaluate the universe* 
for ages to come, flashes into being, complete in all its main 
features. 

In the economic sphere appeared planned large-scale irrigation^ 
by means of canals , a form which forever after was to be charac- 


king. Such kingship was an office held for a limited term; and, 
as the assembly could confer it, so it could also revoke it when 
a crisis was past. 

The centralization of authority which this new political pat¬ 
tern made possible may have been responsible, along with 
other factors, for the emergence of a truly monumental architec¬ 
ture in Mesopotamia. Imposing temples now began to rise in 
the plain, often built on gigantic artificial mountains of sun- 
dried bricks, the famous iggurats . Works of such imposing 
proportions clearly presuppose a high degree of organization 
and direction in the community which achieved them. 

As these things were happening in the economic and social 
fields, new peaks of achievement were attained in the more 
spiritual fields of endeavour. Writing was invented, at first serv¬ 
ing to facilitate the ever more complicated accounting which 
had become necessary with the expansion of city and temple 
economy. Eventually it was to become the vehicle of a most 
significant literature. Moreover, Mesopotamia produced art 
worthy of the name; and the works of these early artists com¬ 
pare very well with the best of later periods. 

In economics, in politics, and in the arts Mesopotamia thus 
found at this early stage its guiding forms, created set ways in 
which to deal with the universe in its various aspects as they 
confronted man. It would not be surprising, therefore, to find 
that the view taken of the universe as a whple should likewise 
have clarified and taken form at that time. That this actually 
happened is indicated by the world view itself. As we have 
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already mentioned, Mesopotamian civilization interpreted tfi* 
universe as a state. However, the basis of interpretation wa* 
not the state that existed in historic times but the state as it ha<| 
been before history - a Primitive Democracy. We have theren 
fore the right to assume that the idea of a cosmic state crystal 
lized very early, when Primitive Democracy was the prevale^ 
type of state - indeed, with Mesopotamian civilization itsej 

THE MESOPOTAMIAN ATTITUDE TOWARD THE 
PHENOMENA OF NATURE 

Assuming, then, that the Mesopotamian view of the univer^ 
was as old as Mesopotamian civilization itself, we must next 
ask how it could be at all possible to take such a view. CertaiiJ 
ly for us it has no meaning whatever to speak of the univetsi 
as a state - of stones and stars, winds and waters, as cidzeni 
and as members of legislative assemblies. Our universe is 
made up largely of things, of dead matter with neither life nor 
will. This leads us to the question of what the Mesopotamia^ 
saw in the phenomena which surrounded him, the world in 
which he lived. 

a 

The reader will remember from the first chapter that c the 
world appears to primitive man neither inanimate nor empt? 
but redundant with life’. It was said of primitive man that ‘any 
phenomenon may at any time face him not as “It” but as 
“Thou”. In this confrontation “Thou” reveals individuality 
qualities, will\ Out of the repeated experience of the T-Thou* 
relationship a fairly consistent personalistic view may develop 
Objects and phenomena in man’s environment become per-* 
sonified in varying degrees. They are somehow alive; they 
have wills of their own; each is a definite personality. We then 
have what the late Andrew Lang disapprovingly described as 
that inextricable confusion in which men, beasts, plants* 
stones, stars are all on one level of personality and animate^ 
existence ’. 4 

A few examples may show that Lang’s words well describe 
the Mesopotamian’s approach to the phenomena around him. 
Ordinary kitchen salt is to us an inanimate substance, a mine^ 
ral. To the Mesopotamian it was a fellow-being whose help 
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plight be sought if one had fallen victim to sorcery and witch¬ 
craft. The sufferer would then address it as follows: 

O Salt, created in a clean place. 

For food of gods did Enlil destine thee. 

Without thee no meal is set out in Ekur, 

Without thee god, king, lord, and prince do not smell incense. 

I am so-and-so, the son of so-and-so. 

Held captive by enchantment. 

Held in fever by bewitchment. 

O Salt, break my enchantment I Loose my spell! 

Take from me the bewitchment I - And as my Creator 
I shall extol thee. 6 

As Salt, a fellow-creature with special powers, can be ap¬ 
proached directly, so can Grain. When a man offered up flour 
to conciliate an angry deity, he might say to it: 

I will send thee to my angry god, my angry goddess. 

Whose heart is filled with furious rage against me. 

Do thou reconcile my angry god, my angry goddess. 

Both Salt and Grain are thus not the inanimate substances for 
which we know them. They are alive, have personality and a 
will of their own. So had any phenomenon In the Mesopo¬ 
tamian world whenever it was approached in a spirit other 
than that of humdrum, practical, everyday pursuits: in magic, 
in religion, in speculative thought. In such a world it obvious¬ 
ly gives better sense than it does in our world to speak of the 
relations between phenomena of nature as social relations, of 
the order in which they function as an order of wills, as a state. 

By saying that the phenomena of the world were alive for 
the Mesopotamian, that they were personified, we have made 
things simpler than they actually are. We have glossed over a 
potential distinction which was felt by the Mesopotamian. It 
is not correct to say that each phenomenon was a person; 
we must say that there was a will and a personality in each 
phenomenon - in it and yet somehow behind it, for the single 
concrete phenomenon did not completely circumscribe and 
exhaust the will and personality associated with it. For in¬ 
stance, a particular lump of flint had a clearly recognizable 
personality and will. Dark, heavy, and hard, it would show 
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a curious willingness to flake under the craftsman’s tool 
though that tool was only of horn softer than the stone againgi 
which it was pressed. Now, this characteristic personalitl 
, which confronts one here, in this particular lump of flint, map 
meet one also over there, in another lump of flint, which 
seems to say: ‘Here I am again - dark, heavy, hard, willing to 
flake, I, Flint!’ Wherever one met it, its name was ‘Flint’, and 
it would suffer itself to flake easily. That was because it had 
once fought the god Ninurta, and Ninurta had imposed flaking 
on it as a punishment . 6 

We may consider another example - the reeds which grew 
in the Mesopotamian marshes. It is quite clear from our texts 
that, in themselves, they were never divine. Any individual 
reed counted merely as a plant, a thing, and so did all reeds. 
The concrete individual reed, however, had wonderful quali¬ 
ties which inspired awe. There was a mysterious power to 
grow luxuriantly in the marshes. A reed was capable of amaz¬ 
ing things, such as the music which would come out of a shep¬ 
herd’s pipe, or the meaningful signs which would take form 
under the scribe’s reed stylus and make a story or a poem. 
These powers, which were to be found in every reed and were 
always the same, combined for the Mesopotamian into a divine 
personality - that of the goddess Nidaba. It was Nidaba who 
made the reeds thrive in the marshes; if she were not near, the 
shepherd could not soothe the heart with music from his reed 
pipe. To her would the scribe give praise when a difficult 
piece of writing had come out from under his stylus and he 
saw it to be good. The goddess was thus the power in all 
reeds; she made them what they were, lent them her mysteri¬ 
ous qualities. She was one with every reed in the sense that she 
permeated it as an animating and characterizing agent; but she 
did not lose her identity in that of the concrete phenomenon 
and was not limited by any or even all existing reeds . 7 In a 
crude but quite effective manner the Mesopotamian artists sug¬ 
gested this relationship when they depicted the reed-goddess. 
She is shown in human form as a venerable matron. But the 
reeds also are there: they sprout from her shoulders - are bodi¬ 
ly one with her and seem to derive directly from her. 
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In a great many individual phenomena, such as individual 
lutnp s of flint or individual reeds, the Mesopotamian thus felt 
that he was confronted by a single self. He sensed, as it were, 

% common power-centre which was charged with a particular 
personality and was itself personal. This personal power-centre 
pervaded the individual phenomena and gave them the charac¬ 
ter which they are seen to have: ‘Flint’ all lumps of flint, 
Hidaba all reeds, etc. 

Even more curious than this, however, is the fact that one 
such self might infuse itself into other different selves and, in a 
relation of partial identity, lend them of its character. We may 
illustrate by quoting a Mesopotamian incantation by which 
a man sought to become identical with Heaven and Earth: 

I am Heaven, you cannot touch me, 

I am Earth, you cannot bewitch me I s 

The man is trying to ward off sorcery from his body, and his 
attention is centred on a single quality of Heaven and Earth, 
their sacred inviolability. When he has made himself identical 
with them, this quality will flow into him and merge with his 
being, so that he will be secure from attacks by witchcraft. 

Very similar is another incantation in which a man endea¬ 
vours to drench every part of his body in immunity by such v 
identification with gods and sacred emblems. It reads: 

Enlil is my head, my face is the day; 

Urash, the peerless god, is the protecting spirit leading my way. 

My neck is the necklace of the goddess Ninlil, 

My two arms are the sickle of the western moon. 

My fingers tamarisk, bone of the gods of heaven; 

They ward off the embrace of sorcery from my body; 

The gods Lugal-edinna and Latarak are my breast and knees; 

Muhra my ever-wandering feet. 9 

Here again the identity sought is only partial. Qualities of these 
gods and sacred emblems are to infuse the man’s members and 
make him inviolable. 

As it was thought possible for a man to achieve partial 
identity with various gods, so could one god enjoy partial 
identity with other gods and thus share in their natures and 
abilities. We are told, for instance, that the face of the god 
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Ninurta is Shamash, the sun-god; that one of Ninurta’s ears m 
the god of wisdom, Ea - and so on through all of Ninurtaj 
members . 3 0 These curious statements may be taken to mean 
that Ninurta’s face derived its dazzling radiance from, and thu* 
shared in, that brilliance which is characteristically the suq, 
god’s and concentrates itself in him. In similar manner, his ear 
- for the Mesopotamians believed the ear, not the brain, to be 
the seat of intelligence - shares in that supreme intelligca^ 
which Is the outstanding characteristic of the god Ea. 

Sometimes such statements of partial identity take a slight® 
different form. We are told, for instance, that the god Mard^| 
is the god Enlil when there is question of ruling and taki^| 
counsel, but that he is Sin, the moon-god, when he acts as 
tUuminer of the night, etc . 11 This apparently means that the 
god Marduk, when he rules and makes decisions, partake^ of 
I the personality, qualities, and abilities of the divine executr® 
par excellence, the god Enlil. When, on the other hand, Mar* 
duk, as the planet Jupiter, shines in the nightly skies, he 
shares in those special powers which characterize the moon- 
god and have their centre in him. 

Any phenomenon which the Mesopotamian met in the 
world around him was thus alive, had its own personality and 
will, its distinct self. But the self which revealed itselfj for 
example, in a particular lump of flint, was not limited by that 
particular lump; it was in it and yet behind it; it permeatecjit 
and gave it character as it did all lumps of flint. And as one 
$uch ‘self’ could permeate many individual phenomena, so it 
might also permeate other selves and thereby give to them of 
its specific character to add to the qualities which they had in 
their own right. 

To understand nature, the many and varied phenome^ 
around man, was thus to understand the personalities in these 
phenomena, to know their characters, the direction of their 
wills, and also the range of their powers. It was a task not 
different from that of understanding other men, knowing their 
characters, their wills, the extent of their power and influenofll 
And intuitively the Mesopotamian applied to nature the 
experience he had of his own human society, interpreting it in 
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|ocial terms. A particularly suggestive example will illustrate 
gkis. Under our eyes, as it were, objective reality assumes the 
fpxm of a social type. 

According to Mesopotamian beliefs, a man who had been 
^witched could destroy the enemies w^ho had bewitched him 
burning images of them. The characteristic self of the 
enemy stared up at him from the image. He could get at it and 
Jiarm it there, as well as in the person. And so he consigned 
the images to the fire while addressing it as follows: 

Scorching Fire, warlike son of Heaven, 

Thou, the fiercest of thy brethren. 

Who like Moon and Sun decidest lawsuits - 

Judge thou my case, hand down the verdict. 

Burn the man and woman who bewitched me; 

Bum, O Fire, the man and woman who bewitched me; 

Scorch, O Fire, the man and woman who bewitched me; 

Bum them, O Fire; 

Scorch them, O Fire; 

Take hold of them, O Fire; 

Consume them, O Fire; 

Destroy them, O Fire . 12 

It is quite clear that the man approaches the fire for the 
destructive power he knows to be In it. But the fire has a will of 
its own; it will burn the images - and in them his enemies - 
only if it so chooses. And in deciding whether to burn the 
images or not, the fire becomes a judge between the man and 
his enemies: the situation becomes a lawsuit in which the man 
pleads his cause and asks the fire to vindicate him. The power 
which is in fire has taken definite form, has been interpreted 
in social terms; it is a judge. 

As the fire here becomes a judge, other powers take form in 
similar pregnant situations. The thunderstorm was a warrior; 
he flung deadly lightning, and one could hear the roar emitted 
by the wheels of his war chariot. The earth was a woman, a 
mother; she gave birth each year to the new vegetation. In 
such cases the Mesopotamians did only what other people 
have done throughout the ages. ‘Men,’ as Aristotle says, 
Imagine not only the forms of the gods but their ways of life 
to be like their own .’ 13 
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If we were to try to single out a typically Mesopotan^J 
feature, we should perhaps point to the degree to which this 
people found and emphasized organized relationships of th- 
powers they recognized. While all the people tend to huma** 
ize non-human powers and frequently visualize them as social 
types, Mesopotamian speculative thought seems to have 
brought out and systematized to an unusual degree the imp® 
cations of social and political function latent in such typifyiJ 
and to have elaborated them into clear-cut institutions. tJ 
particular emphasis would seem to be closely bound up with 
the nature of the society in which the Mesopotamian lived and 
from which he derived his terms and his evaluation. 

When the universe was taking form for the Mesopotamia^ 
he lived, we have argued, in a Primitive Democracy. All great 
undertakings, all important decisions, originated in a general 
assembly of all the citizens; they were not the affair of any 
single individual. It is accordingly natural that, in trying to 
understand how the great cosmic events were brought abou^ 
he should be especially intent upon the ways in which the 
individual forces of the cosmos co-operated to run the uni¬ 
verse. Cosmic institutions would naturally come to loom im¬ 
portant in his view of the universe, and the structure of the 
universe would stand out clearly as the structure of a state. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE COSMIC STATE 

The commonwealth of the Mesopotamian cosmos encom¬ 
passed the whole existing world - in fact, anything that could 
be thought of as an entity: humans, animals, inanimate ob¬ 
jects, natural phenomena, as well as notions such as justice# 
righteousness, the form of a circle, etc. How such entities 
could all be seen as members of a state we have just shown; 
they had in them will, character, and power. But though all 
things that could be imagined were members of the cosmic 
state, they were not all members on the same political level. 
The criterion of differentiation was power. 

In the state on earth there were large groups of people who 
had no share in the government. Slaves, children, and perhaps 
women had no voice in the assembly. Only the adult freemen 
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piet there to decide on public affairs; they alone were citizens 
^ the true sense. Quite similarly in the state which the universe 
instituted. 

Only those natural forces whose power inspired the Meso¬ 
potamian with awe, and whom he therefore ranked as gods, 
l^rere considered full citizens of the universe, were thought 
to have political rights and to exercise political influence, 
ffhe general assembly in the cosmic state was therefore an 
assembly of gods. 

We hear about this assembly often in Mesopotamian litera¬ 
ture, and we know in general how it functioned. It was the 
highest authority in the universe. Here the momentous deci¬ 
sions regarding the course of all things and the fates of all 
beings were made and were confirmed by the members of the 
assembly. Before that stage was reached, however, proposals 
were discussed, perhaps even heatedly, by gods who were for 
or against them. The leader of the assembly was the god of 
heaven, Anu. At his side stood his son Enlil, god of the storm. 
One of these usually broached the matters to be considered, 
and the gods would then discuss them. Through such discus¬ 
sions (the Mesopotamians called it ‘asking one another’) the 
issues were clarified, and the consensus would begin to stand 
out. 

Of special weight in the discussion were the voices of a 
small group of the most prominent gods, ‘the seven gods who 
determine destinies’. In this way, full agreement was finally 
reached, all the gods assented with a firm ‘Let it be’, and the 
decision was announced by Anu and Enlil. It was now ‘the 
verdict, the word of the assembly of the gods, the command 
of Anu and Enlil’. The executive duties (the task of carrying 
out the decisions) seem to have rested with Enlil. 

LEADERS OF THE COSMIC STATE 
We have seen that the gods who constituted the divine 
assembly were powers which the Mesopotamians recognized in 
and behind the various phenomena of nature. Which of these 
powers, then, played the most prominent roles in the assem¬ 
bly, influenced most the course of the universe? In a sense we 
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may answer: ‘The powers in those elements of the cosmg| 
which were seen to be the greatest and most prominent*. 

Anu, the highest of the gods, was god of the sky, and 
name was the everyday word for ‘sky*. The dominant roI$ 
which the sky plays - even in a merely spatial sense - in the 
~ composition of the visible universe, and the eminent positi<j 
which it occupies, high above all other things, may well ex¬ 
plain why Anu should rank as the most important force in the 
cosmos. 

Enlil, the second highest of the gods, was god of the stones 
His name means ‘Lord Storm*, and he personifies the essen<*( 
of the storm. No one who has experienced a storm in flat, 
open Mesopotamia can possibly doubt the might of this cosmjj| 
force. The storm, master of all free space under the sky, ranked 
naturally as the second great component of the cosmos. 

As third basic component of the visible universe comes the 
earth. Earth, so near to man, so vitally important to him in so 
many of its aspects, was difficult to view and hold fast within 
the scope of a single concept. We meet it as ‘Mother Earth* 
the fertile giver of blessings to man, and as the ‘queen of the 
gods’ and ‘lady of the mountains’. But the earth is also the 
source of the life-giving waters in rivers, canals, and wellsj 
- waters which stream from a vast sea within. And as the source 
of these waters the earth was viewed as male, as En-ki, ‘lord of 
the earth’, more originally perhaps ‘Lord Earth’. The third 
and fourth in rank of the Mesopotamian gods were these two 
aspects of the earth, Ninhursaga and Enki, They round off the 
list of the most important cosmic elements that must rank 
highest and exercise the greatest influence on all that is. 

A. The Power in the Sky: Authority 

But considerations of size and position alone could hardly 
have suggested the specific character and the function which 
these powers were assumed to have in the universe. The Meso¬ 
potamian conceived both character and function in direct con¬ 
frontation with the phenomena when they ‘revealed’ them¬ 
selves and deeply affected him. 

The sky can, at moments when man is in a singularly recep-i 
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• ve mood, reveal itself in an almost terrifying experience. The 
vast sky encircling one on all sides may be felt as a presence at 
Lee overwhelming and awesome, forcing one to his knees 
merely by its sheer being. And this feeling which the sky 
inspires is definite and can be named: it is that inspired by 
majesty. There is in it the experience of greatness or even of 
the tremendous. There comes a keen realization of one s own 
insignificance, of unbridgeable remoteness. The Mesopotam¬ 
ians express this well when they say, ‘Godhead awesome as the 
faraway heavens, as the broad sea’. But, though a feeling o 
distance, this feeling is not one of absolute separation; it has a 
strong element of sympathy and of the most unqualified accep- 

^Bevond all, however, the experience of majesty is the ex¬ 
perience of power, of power bordering on the tre mendousbut 
power at rest, not consciously imposing its will. The power 
behind majesty is so greatthat it need not exert itself. Without 
any effort on its part it commands allegiance by its very 
presence; the onlooker obeys freely, through a categorical 
imperative rising from the depths of his own soul. 

This majesty and absolute authority which can be experi¬ 
enced in the sky the Mesopotamians called Anu. Anu was the 
overpowering personality of the sky, the ‘Thou which per- 
ZL i, J Lid I* felt through it. If .ho sky ™ ton- 
sidered apart from him, as it could be, it receded into the cate¬ 
gory of things and became a mere abode for the god. 

The ‘Thou’ which met the Mesopotamian when he con- ^ 
fronted the sky was so powerfully experienced that it was fe t 
to be the very centre and source of all majesty. Wherever else 
he found majesty and authority he knew it to be that power m _ 
the sky, to be Anu. And he did find it elsewhere; indeed, 
authority, the power which produces automatic acceptance 
and obedience, is a basic constituent in all organized hum 
society. Were it not for unquestioning obedience to custom , 
Stws, and .0 .hose 'in au.ho.i.y', socie.y would d.s»lye m < 
anarchy and chaos. So in those persons in whom authority 
resided - the father in the family, the ruler in the state the 
Mesopotamian recognized something of Anu an 
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essence. As the father of the gods, Anu was the prototype of 
all fathers; as the ‘pristine king and ruler’, he was the proto* 
type of all rulers. To him belong the insignia in which the 
essence of royalty was embodied - the sceptre, the crown, the 
headband, and the shepherd’s staff - and from him did they 
derive. Before any king had yet been appointed among mefl 
these insignia already were, and they rested in heaven before 
Anu. 

From there they descended to earth. Anu also calls to 
kingship; and when the king commands and the command is 
unquestioningly and immediately obeyed, when it ‘comes true’, 
it is again the essence of Anu which manifests itself. It is Anu’* 
command that issues through the king’s mouth; it is Anu’*, 
power that makes it immediately efficacious. 

But human society was to the Mesopotamian merely a part 
of the larger society of the universe. The Mesopotamian uni- 
verse - because it did not consist of dead matter, because every 
stone, every tree, every conceivable thing in it was a being with 
a will and character of its own - was likewise founded on 
authority; its members, too, willingly and automatical^! 
obeyed orders which made them act as they should act. These 
orders we call laws of nature. So the whole universe showed 
the influence of the essence peculiar to Anu. 

When in the Babylonian creation story the god Marduk is 
given absolute authority, and all things and forces in the uni¬ 
verse automatically conform themselves to his will so that 
whatever he orders immediately comes to pass, then his com¬ 
mand has become identical in essence with Anu and the gods 
exclaim: ‘Thy word is Anu.’ 

We see thus that Anu is the source of and active principle in 
all authority, both in human society and in the larger society 
which is the universe. He is the force which lifts it out of chaos 
and anarchy and makes it into a structure, an organized whole! 
he is the force which ensures the necessary voluntary obedience 
to orders, laws, and customs in society and to the natural laws 
in the physical world, in short, to world order. As a building 
is supported by, and reveals in its structure the lines of, its 
foundation, so the Mesopotamian universe is upheld by, and 
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leflects in its structure, a divine will. Anu’s command is the 
Inundation of heaven and earth. 

What we have said here at some length about the function 
pf Anu is said briefly and concisely by the Mesopotamians 
jjjeinselves. When the great gods address Anu in the ‘Myth of 
the Elevation of Inanna’, they exclaim: 

What thou hast ordered (comes) true I 
The utterance of prince and lord is (but) 
what thou hast ordered, (that with which) thou art in agreement. 

O Anu I thy great command takes precedence, 
who could say no (to it) ? 

O father of the gods, thy command, 

the very foundation of heaven and earth, 
what god could spurn (it) ? 14 

As the absolute sovereign of the world, the highest power in 
the universe, Anu is described in such words as these: 

Wielder of the sceptre, the ring, and the palu 
who callest to kingship. 

Sovereign of the gods, whose word prevails 
in the ordained assembly of the great gods. 

Lord of the glorious crown, astounding 
through thine enchantment, 

Rider of great storms, who occupies the dais of sovereignty, 
wondrously regal - 

To the pronouncements of thy holy mouth 
are the Igigi attentive; 

In fear before thee move the Anunnaki, 

Like storm-swept reeds bow to thy orders 
all the gods . 16 

B. The Power in the Storm: Force 
fTurning from Anu, god of the sky, to Enlil, god of the storm, 
we meet a power of a somewhat different cast. As his name 
Pff-///, ‘Lord Storm’, suggests, he was in a sense the storm 
itself. As the storm, the undisputed master of all space between 
heaven and earth, Enlil was palpably the second greatest 
l>ower of the visible universe, second only to the sky above 
fum. 

In the storm he ‘reveals’ himself. The violence, the force, 
S^hich fills it and is experienced in it was the god. was Enlil. It 
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is thus through the storm, through its violence and force, th^ 
we must seek to understand the god and his function in tl^ 



The city of Ur had long held sway over Babylonia. Then; it 
fell before a merciless attack by Elamitic hordes which swq* 
down upon it from the eastern mountains. The utter destrj 
tion of the city was wrought, in our terms, by the barbajflj 
hordes which attacked it. Not so in terms of the Mesopo^ 
mian’s own understanding of his universe: the wild destru<® 
tive essence manifest in this attack was Enlil’s. The eneraf 
hordes were but a cloak, an outward form under which that 
essence realized itself. In a deeper, truer sense the barbatj| 
hordes were a storm, Enlil’s storm, wherewith the god himself 
was executing a verdict passed on Ur and its people by the 
assembly of the gods; and as that storm the enemy attack is 
seen and described: 


(Great) fires he lit that heralded the storm. 

The people mourn. 

And lit on either flank of furious winds 
The searing heat of desert. 

Like flaming heat of noon this fire scorched . 18 

This storm is the true cause of the city’s downfall: 

The storm ordered by Enlil in hate, the storm 
which wears away the country, 
covered Ur like a cloth, enveloped it like a linen sheet . 17 

v 

It is the cause of the destruction wrought: 

On that day did the storm leave the city; 
that city was a ruin. 

O father Nanna, that town was left a ruin. 

The people mourn. 

On that day did the storm leave the country. 

The people mourn. 


Enlil called the storm. 

The people mourn. 

Exhilarating winds he took from the land. 

The people mourn. 

Good winds he took away from Shumer. 

The people mourn. 

He summoned evil winds. 

The people mourn. 

Entrusted them to Klngaluda, tender of storms. 

He called the storm that will annihilate the land. 

The people mourn. 

He called disastrous winds. 

The people mourn. 

Enlil - choosing Gibil as his helper - 
Called the (great) hurricane of heaven. 

The people mourn. 

The (blinding) hurricane howling across the skies, 

- The people mourn - 

The shattering storm roaring across the land, 

— The people mourn - 

The tempest which, relentless as a floodwave. 
Beats down upon, devours the city’s ships. 

All these he gathered at the base of heaven. 

The people mourn. 


(Dead) men, not potsherds. 

Covered the approaches. 

The walls were gaping. 

The high gates, the roads. 

Were piled with dead. 

In the wide streets, where feasting crowds would gather. 
Scattered they lay. 

In all the streets and roadways bodies lay. 

In open fields that used to fill with dancers, 

They lay in heaps. 

The country’s blood now filled its holes, 
like metal in a mould; 

Bodies dissolved - like fat left in the sun . 18 

In the great catastrophes of history, in the crushing blows 
voted by the assembly of the gods, there is Enlil, essence of the 
storm. He is force, executor of the verdicts of the gods. 

But not only as divine sheriff, as executor of all punitive 
decrees in the cosmic state, is Enlil active. He participates in all 
legitimate exercise of force, and thus it is he who leads the gods 
in war. The great Mesopotamian myth of creation, Enuma elish , 
has had a somewhat turbulent career; as its hero we find some- 






times one, sometimes another, god. There can be little douta 
however, that the myth, in its original form, centred arou3 
Enlil. As such, it describes the dangers which once beset the 
gods when they were threatened with attack from the powem 
of chaos: how neither the command of Enki nor that of Atujj 
reinforced by the authority of the assembly of gods, could stay 
them; how the gods assembled and chose young Enlii to be 
their king and champion; and how Enlil vanquished the 
enemy, TPamat, by means of the storms, those forces which 
express the essence of his being. 

Thus, in the society which the Mesopotamian universe con¬ 
stitutes, Anu represents authority, Enlil force. The subjective 
experience of the sky, of Anu, is, as we have seen, one of 
majesty, of absolute authority which commands allegiance by 
its very presence. The onlooker obeys it not through any out¬ 
ward pressure but through a categorical imperative which rises 
within his own soul. Not so with Enlil, the storm. Here, too, 
is power; but it is the power of force, of compulsion. Oppos-| 
ing wills are crushed and beaten into submission. In the assem¬ 
bly of the gods, the ruling body of the universe, Anu preside* 
and directs the proceedings. His will and authority, freely and 
voluntarily accepted, guide the assembly much as a constitu¬ 
tion guides the actions of a law-making body. Indeed, his will 
is the unwritten, living constitution of the Mesopotamia^ 
world state. But whenever force enters the picture, when the 
cosmic state is enforcing its will against opposition, then Enlil 
takes the centre of the stage. He executes the sentences imposed 
by the assembly; he leads the gods in war. Thus Anu and Enlil 
embody, on a cosmic level, the two powers which are the fun¬ 
damental constituents of any state: authority and legitimate, 
force; for, while authority alone may suffice to hold a conn 
munity together, such a community becomes a state only whe® 
it develops organs to back up its authority with force, when its 
staff, to quote Max Weber, ‘successfully displays the monopoly 
of a legitimate physical compulsion/ For this reason we can 
say that, while it is the powers of Anu that make the Mesopo¬ 
tamian universe an organized society, it is the complementary 
powers of Enlil that define this society as a state. 
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because Enlil is force, his character is one of peculiar quality: 
^ is at one and the same time the trust and the fear of man. He 
: s force as legitimate force, upholder of the state, a rock of 
Itrength even to the gods. Man greets him in words like these: 

O Thou who dost encompass all heaven and earth, fleet god. 

Wise instructor of the people. 

Who dost survey the regions of the world; 

Prince, counsellor, whose word is heeded. 

Whose spoken word ... gods cannot alter. 

The utterance of whose lips no god may spurn; 

Great Lord, ruler of gods in heaven. 

Counsellor of gods on earth, judicious prince . 18 

[Jet, because Enlil is force, there lie hidden in the dark depths 
of his soul both violence and wildness. The normal Enlil up¬ 
holds the cosmos, guarantees order against chaos; but suddenly 
*nd unpredictably the hidden wildness in him may break forth. 
This side of Enlil is truly and terribly the abnormal, a scatter¬ 
ing of all life and of life’s meaning. Therefore, man can never 
be fully at ease with Enlil but feels a lurking fear which finds 
jexpression frequently in the hymns which have come down 
to us: 

What has he planned ... ? 

What is in my father's heart ? 

What is in Enlil’s holy mind ? 

What has he planned against me in his holy mind ? 

A net he spread: that is the net of an enemy. 

A snare he set: that is the snare of an enemy. 

He has stirred up the waters, and will catch the fishes. 

He cast his net, and will (bring) down the birds . 20 

This same fear shows in other descriptions of Enlil, who 
may let his people perish in the merciless storm. The god’s rage 
is almost pathological, an inner turmoil of the soul which ren¬ 
ders him insensate, inaccessible to all appeals: 

O father Enlil, whose eyes are glaring (wildly). 

How long - till they will be at peace again ? 

O thou who covered up thy head with a cloth - how long ? 

O thou who laid thy head upon thy knees - how long ? 

O thou who closed thy heart like an earthen box - how long ? 

O mighty one who with thy fingers sealed thine ears - how long ? 

O father Enlil, even now they perish l 21 
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C.The Power in the Earth: Fertility 
The third great component of the visible cosmos is ^ 
Earth, and the Mesopotamians acknowledged it as the third 
most important power in the universe. Their understandidf^p 

* this power and its ways was gained, as with sky and stormy^ 
direct experience of it as inner will and direction. CorrespcJB 
ingly, the ancient name of this deity, Ki, ‘Earth’, had diffic2B 
in maintaining itself and tended ever more to give way to otfc 
names based on significant characteristics. The earth revealjg 
itself to the Mesopotamians before all as ‘Mother Earth’, the 
great inexhaustible mysterious source of new life, of fertility 
in all its forms. Every year she gives birth anew to grass and 
plants. 

The arid desert becomes green overnight. The shep¬ 
herds drive out their flocks. Ewes and goats give birth to 
lambs and kids. Everything thrives and increases. On the good 
fields of Shumer ‘grain, the green maiden, lifts her head in the 
furrow’; soon a rich harvest will fill granaries and storehouH 
to overflowing. Well-fed humanity, full of beer, bread, and 
milk, will feel abundant life surge through their bodies in a 
wave of profound well-being. 

The force active in all this - the power manifesting itself in 
fertility, in birth, in new life - is the essence of the earth. The 
earth,‘as a divine power, is Nin-tu , ‘the lady who gives birth*; 
she is Nig-yi~gdl-dim-me> ‘the fashioner of everything wherein » 
the breath of life’. Reliefs show her as a woman suckling a child; 
other children are tucked away under her dress and peep out 
wherever they can; embryos surround her. As the incarnatkfl 
of all reproductive forces in the universe, she is the ‘mother of 
the gods’ and also the mother and creator of mankind; indeed 
she is - as an inscription states - the ‘mother of all children”. If 
she so wills, she may deny an evildoer offspring or even stop 
all birth in the land. 

, As the active principle in birth and fertility, in the continual 
renewal of vegetation, the growth of crops, the increase of 
flocks, the perpetuation of the human race, she holds with 
right her position as a dominant power, takes her seat with 
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g^ju and Enlil in the assembly of the gods, the ruling body of 
universe. She is Ninmah y ‘the exalted queen’; she is/queen 
*>f the gods’, ‘queen of kings and lords’, the ‘lady who deter- 
fates’, and the ‘lady who makes decisions concerning 
|jl) heaven and earth’. 

D. The Power in the Water: Creativity 
p u t the earth, so near to man, so varied and manifold in 
fcaracteristics, is - as we have mentioned - not easily compre- 
^nded as an entity by the mind. It is too rich and diverse for 
pay single concept to express fully. We have just described one 
0 f its basic aspects, the fertile soil, the active principle in birth 
pod procreation. Mother Earth. But from the earth also come 
the life-giving sweet waters, the water in wells, in springs, in 
givers; and in very early times these ‘waters which wander in 
the earth’ seem to have been considered as part of its being, an 
ppcct among many aspects under which it might be viewed. If 
so viewed, however, the power manifest in it was male, En-ki, 
Bord of the earth’. In historical times only Enki’s name and the 
pole he plays in certain myths give any indication that he and 
the sweet water for which he stands were once merely an aspect 
of the earth as such. The waters and the power in them have 
|mancipated themselves, have their own independent indivi¬ 
duality and peculiar essence. The power which revealed itself 
to the Mesopotamian in his subjective experience of water was 
a creative power, a divine will to produce new life, new beings, 
new things. In this respect it was akin to the powers in the earth, 
in the fertile soil. And yet there was a difference - that between 
passive and active. The Earth, Ki, Ninhursaga, or whatever 
else we may choose to call her, was immobile; hers is the pas¬ 
sive productivity, fertility. Water, on the other hand, comes 
d goes. It flows out over the field, irrigating it; then it 
ckles away and is gone. It is as though it were possessed of 
will and purpose. It typifies active productivity, conscious 
^thought, creativity. 

Moreover, the ways of water are devious. It avoids rather 
than surmounts obstacles, goes around and yet gets to its goal. 
The farmer, who works with it in irrigation, easing it along 
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from canal to canal, knows how tricky it can be, how easily 
slips away, takes unforeseen turns. And so, we may assumes 
idea of cunning, of superior intelligence, came to be impaj 
to Enki. This aspect of his being would be further develop^ 
by contemplation of the dark, brooding, impenetrable watett 
of wells and lagoons, which suggested perhaps the more p ro . 
found intellectual qualities, wisdom and knowledge. In the 
functioning of the universe the powers which are pecuBadg 
Enki’s manifest themselves often and in many places. They are 
directly active in the roles played by water everywhere: when 
it falls from heaven as rain, when it comes flowing down in the 


rivers, when it is led through canals out over fields and orchard# 
where it produces the crops of the country and the prosperity 
of the people. But Enki’s essence is also manifest in all kno'sfa 


ledge. 

It is the creative element in thought, whether it pro¬ 
duces new effective patterns of action, such as wise counsel 
(Enki is the one who gives to rulers their broad intelligence 


and £ opens the door of understanding’) or produces new things, 
as in the skill of the craftsman (Enki is the god of the crafts¬ 
men par excellence). Beyond all, however, his essence, his 
powers, show themselves in the powerful spells of the incan¬ 
tation priests. It is he who gives the powerful orders which 
constitute the priest’s spells, orders which will assuage angry 
forces or drive away evil demons that have attacked man. 

The range of the forces which are Enki’s, the place which 
they occupy in the organized universe, is expressed with great 
precision in the office which Enki holds in the world state. He 
is a nun, that is, a great nobleman of the realm outstanding by 


experience and wisdom - a councillor, not unlike the Anglo- 
Saxon witan. But he is not a king, not a ruler in his own right 
The position he holds in the world state he holds by appoint^ 
ment. His authority derives from Anu and Enlil; he is their 
minister. In modern terms one might perhaps call him Secre¬ 
tary of Agriculture in the universe. He is charged with over¬ 
seeing rivers, canals, and irrigation and of organizing the pro¬ 
ductive forces of the country. He smooths out such difficulties 
as may arise by wise counsel, by arbitration, and by reconcilia- 
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We may quote from a Sumerian hymn which describes 
and his office clearly and well: 


O Lord, who with thy wizard’s eyes, even when wrapped in thought, 
immobile, yet dost penetrate all things, 

O Enki, with thy limitless awareness, exalted counsel 

of the Anunnaki, _ ... 

Very knowing one, who dost exact obedience when turning his wit 
to conciliation and decision. 

Settling of legal strife; counsellor 
from sunrise until sunset, 

O Enki, master over prudent words, to thee 
I will give praise. 

Anu thy father, pristine king and ruler 
over an inchoate world, 

Empowered thee, in heaven and on earth, to guide and form. 

exalted thee to lordship over them. 

To clear the pure mouths of the Tigris and Euphrates, 
to make verdure plentiful. 

Make dense the clouds, grant water in abundance 
to all ploughlands. 

To make com lift its head in furrows and to make 
pasture abundant in the desert, 

To make young saplings in plantations and in orchards 
sprout, where planted like a forest — 

These acts did Anu, king of gods, entrust to thee; 

while Enlil granted thee his potent awesome name.... 

As ruler over all that has been bom 
thou art a younger Enlil, 

Younger brother of him, thou art, who is sole god 
in heaven and on earth. 

To fix, like him, the fates of North and South 
he truly has empowered thee. 

When thy righteous decision and pronouncement cause 
deserted cities to be reinhabited. 

When, O Sahara, countless people have been settled 
throughout the country far and wide. 

Thou dost concern thee with their sustenance, 
a father, in truth, thou art to them. 

They praise the greatness of their Lord and God . 22 


SUMMARY: THE COSMIC STATE AND ITS STRUCTURE 

With Enki we may halt the detailed presentation of entities and 
powers in the Mesopotamian’s universe. The list is long; some 
are powers within things and phenomena in nature, others - at 
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least to our way of thinking - represent abstract concepM 
Each of them influenced the course of the world in one partiqj 
lar way, within one well-defined sphere of action. All deriv^ 
their authority from some power higher up in that hierarchy 0 £ 
powers which constituted the universe. In some cases, as 
that of Enki, it was the highest authority, Anu, or Enlil, who 
had conferred the office in question. Frequently, howevej| 
was somebody lower down in the scale; for just as a hutu^| 
state embodies many different subsidiary power structure! at 
various levels - families, great estates, etc. - each with its owq 
organization but all integrated with the larger structure of the 
state, so did the cosmic state. It, too, had such minor powe$ 
groups: divine families, divine households, divine estates with 
stewards, overseers, servants, and other attendants. 

But the basic lines of the view which the Mesopotamia 
took of their universe have, we hope, become clear. We may 
summarize as follows: The Mesopotamian universe did not; 
like ours, show a fundamental bi-partition into animate and 
inanimate, living and dead, matter. Nor had it different levels 
of reality: anything that could be felt, experienced, or thought 
had thereby established its existence, was part of the cosmos. 
In the Mesopotamian universe, therefore, everything, whethei 
living being, thing, or abstract concept - every stone, every 
tree, every notion - had a will and character of its own. 

World order, the regularity and system observable in the 
universe, could accordingly - in a universe made up exclu¬ 
sively of individuals - be conceived of in only one fashion; as 
an order of wills. The universe as an organized whole was 
a society, a state. 

The form of state under which the Mesopotamians viewal 
the universe, furthermore, was that of Primitive Democrat 
which seems to have been the form of state prevalent in the 
age when Mesopotamian civilization itself came into being. 

In the Primitive Democracy of early Mesopotamia - as in 
the fully developed democracies of the classical world - parti- I 
cipation in government belonged to a large part of, but by no 
means to all, the members of the state. Slaves, children, and 
women, for instance, had no share in government in democrat^ 


Athens; neither had similar groups in the Mesopotamian city- 
gtates any voice in the popular assembly. Correspondingly, in 
ihe universal state there were many members who had no poli¬ 
tical influence, no share in its government. To these groups 
belonged, to mention one example, man. Man’s position in the 
Itate of the universe precisely paralleled that of the slave in the 
kuman city-state. 

Political influence was wielded in the universe only by those 
^embers who, by virtue of the power inherent in them, could 
i>e classed as gods. They alone were truly citizens in the politi¬ 
cal sense. We have mentioned a few of the most important: 
pky, storm, earth, water. Each god, furthermore, was seen as 
the expression or manifestation of a will and power to be thus 
Itfid act thus. Enlil, for instance, is the will and power to rage 
in a storm and also the will and power to destroy a populous 
pity in an attack by barbaric mountaineers; both storm and 
destruction were seen as manifestations of one and the same 
essence. But the realization of these many wills does not pro- 
| ,duce anarchy or chaos. Each power has limits within which it 
Junctions, task and office which it performs. Its will is inte¬ 
grated with those of other powers in the total pattern of con¬ 
duct which makes the universe a structure, an organized whole. 

The basic integration is traceable to Anu. The other powers 
Voluntarily adapt themselves to his authority. He gives to each 
its task and office in the world state; and so his will is the 


^foundation’ of the universe, reflected throughout its structure. 

But, as any state must be, the Mesopotamian universe is 
dynamic, not static. Mere assignment of tasks and offices does 
not make a state. The state is, and functions through, the co- 
pperation of the wills that hold the offices, in their readjust¬ 
ment to one another, in their alignment for concerted action in 
a given situation, in questions of general concern. For such 
alignment of wills the Mesopotamian universe has a general 
assembly of all citizens. In this assembly Anu presides and 
directs proceedings. Questions are discussed by the members 
pro and con until a consensus begins to stand out; the scales 
are weighted for it by assent from the seven most prominent 
gods, among them Anu and Enlil; and thus destinies, the great 
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coming events, are shaped, are agreed to, are backed by 
united wills of all the great powers of the universe, and ar e 
carried into effect by Enlil. Thus functions the universe. 

REFLECTIONS OF THE WORLD VIEW IN EARLY MYTl| s 

The philosophy which we have outlined, the apprehension 0 f 
reality as a whole under the aspect of a state, originated, w e 
have argued, with Mesopotamian civilization itself around the 
middle of the fourth millennium before our era. 

As a philosophy of existence as a whole, as the fundam ent 
view of a civilization, this view must have had in large measure 
the character of an axiom. And just as the science of mathenato 
tics is very little concerned with its axioms because they are not 
problems but the patent, the immediately obvious verities from 
which it starts out, so Mesopotamian thought of the third mil¬ 
lennium takes no particular interest in its philosophic basis. We 
have - and that is undoubtedly more than an accident - no 
early Sumerian myth which sets as its theme the basic ques¬ 
tions : Why is the universe a state? How did it come to be one? 
Instead, we find the world state taken for granted. It forms the 
generally known and generally accepted background against 
which other stories are set and to which they have reference 
but it is never the main theme. The main theme is some detail: 
some question about fitting one or a group of individual fea¬ 
tures into the over-all pattern is asked and answered by the 
myth. We are dealing with the products of an age which has 
solved the big questions, an age of interest in details. Only 
much later, when the ‘cosmic state’ was perhaps not quite so 
self-evident, were the fundamental issues in that view of the 
world taken up for consideration. 

The questions which the prolific and varied mythological 
literature of the third millennium posed and answered may be 
summed up, for the greater part, under three heads. There are, 
first, myths of origin which ask about the origin of some partial* 1 
lar entity within the cosmos or some group of such entities: 
gods, plants, men. The answer given is usually in terms of birth, 
more rarely in terms of creation or craftsmanship. The second 
group consists of myths of organisation . The myths of this group 
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£ S k how some feature within, or some area of, the existing 
^orld order was brought about: how some god or other 
0 bt fined his function and offices, how agriculture became 
organized, how certain freak classes of human beings came to 
be and were assigned their status. The myths answer: ‘By 
divine decree.’ Lastly, in a sense a sub-group under the myths 
of organization, there are myths of evaluation. The myths of this 
group ask by what right something or other holds its position 
in the world order. Such myths will weigh the farmer against 
the shepherd or, in a different approach to the same question, 
grain against wool; they will inquire into the relative merits of 
the costly gold and the lowly, but more useful, copper, etc. 
The evaluations implicit in the existing order are affirmed and 
traced to divine decision. We turn first to myths which deal 
with details of origins. 

A. Details of Origins 

We can comment upon only a few typical examples of stories 
dealing with origins and shall choose mostly such stories as we 
have already referred to while summing up the current types. 

‘the myth of enlil and ninlil*: the moon and his 

BROTHERS 

‘The Myth of Enlil and Ninlil’ answers the question: How did 
the moon originate, and how did this bright celestial deity 
come to have three brothers, all connected with the nether 
world? The myth takes us to the city of Nippur in central Baby¬ 
lonia, at the beginning of time, names the city by its time- 
honoured names, Duranki and Durgishimmar, and identifies 
the river flowing by it, its quay, harbour, well, and canal, as the 
Idsalla, Kargeshtinna, Karusar, Pulal, and Nunbirdu, respec¬ 
tively, all localities in historical Nippur and well known to the 
listeners. Then the myth identifies the inhabitants of the city. 
They are the deities Enlil, Ninlil, and Ninshebargunu. 

We are living in that very city, (in) Duranki, 

We are living in that very city, (in) Durgishimmar. 

This very river, the Idsalla, was its pure river. 

This very quay, the Kargeshtinna, was its quay. 

This very harbour, the Karusar, was its harbour. 
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This very well, the Pulal, was its well of sweet water, 

This very canal, the Nunbirdu, was its sparkling canal. 

No less than ten iku each - if measured - were its tilled fields. 

And the young man therein was Enlil; 

And the young maiden therein was Ninlil; 

And the mother therein was Ninshebargunu .* 3 

Ninshebargunu warns her young daughter about going to 
bathe alone in the canal; prying eyes might see her; a young 
man might violate her. 

In those days did the mother who had borne her instruct the youn^ 
maiden, did Ninshebargunu instruct Ninlil: 

‘In the pure stream, O woman, in the pure stream do not bathe I 

In the pure stream, O Ninlil, in the pure stream, O woman, 
do not bathe! 

O Ninlil, do not climb onto the bank of the canal Nunbirdu. 

With his shining eyes will the lord, with his shining eyes 
will he espy thee; 

With his shining eyes will he espy thee, the great mountain, 
father Enlil; 

With his shining eyes will espy thee, the ... shepherd, the 
determiner of fates. 

Forthwith he will embrace thee, he will kiss thee I” 

But Ninlil is young and headstrong. 

Did she listen to the instructions which she gave her ? 

In that very stream, the pure one, in that very stream, the pure'one, 
does the (young) woman bathe. 

On to the bank of the canal, the bank of Nunbirdu, does Ninlil climb. 

Everything goes as Ninshebargunu had feared. Enlil sees 
Ninlil, tries to seduce her, and, when she refuses, takes her by 
force. He leaves her pregnant with Sin, the moon-god. 

But EnliTs crime has not gone unnoticed. On his return to 
town, while he is walking across the square - thus we must 
visualize Kiur, the large open court in the temple - he is 
arrested and taken before the authorities. The assembly of the 
gods, the fifty great gods and the seven whose opinion carries 
special, decisive weight, condemns him to banishment from 
the city as guilty of rape. (The meaning of the word which we 
translate ‘ravisher’ is somewhat more general: ‘one who is 
under a taboo relating to matters of sex\) 
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Enlil came walking into Kiur, 

And while Enlil was passing through Kiur 
The fifty great gods 

And the seven gods whose word is decisive 
caused Enlil to be arrested in Kiur: 

‘Enlil, the ravisher, must leave the town; 

This ravisher Nunamnir, must leave town.* 

In compliance with the penalty which has been imposed 
upon him, Enlil then leaves Nippur and makes his way out of 
the land of the living toward the sinister realm of Hades. But 
Ninlil follows him. 

Enlil, (in obedience) to the verdict which was given, 

Nunamnir, (in obedience) to the verdict which was given, went. 

And Ninlil followed. 

Then Enlil, who is not willing to take her with him out¬ 
right, begins to fear that other men on the road may misuse the 
unprotected girl as he himself has done. The first man he 
meets is the gatekeeper at the town gate. So Enlil stops, takes 
the place and assumes the likeness of the gatekeeper, and orders 
him not to say anything if Ninlil should ask. 

Enlil calls unto the gatekeeper: 

‘O man of the gate, O man of the bolt, 

O man of the lock, O man of the sacred bolt. 

Thy queen Ninlil is coming. 

If she asks thee about me. 

Do thou not tell her where I am.’ 

Enlil called unto the gatekeeper: 

‘O man of the gate, O man of the bolt, 

O man of the lock, O man of the sacred bolt. 

Thy queen Ninlil is coming. 

The maiden so sweet, so beautiful. 

Thou shalt, O man, not embrace, thou shalt, 

O man, not kiss I 
To Ninlil, so sweet, so beautiful. 

Has Enlil shown favour; he has looked upon her 
with shining eyes/ 

Accordingly, when Ninlil arrives, she finds Enlil in his dis¬ 
guise. She does not recognize him but thinks he is the gate¬ 
keeper. He says that his king Enlil has recommended her to 
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him, and she in turn declares that, since Enlil is his king, she i s 
his queen and that she carries Enid's child. Sin, the moon-grtj 
under her heart. Enlil as the gatekeeper then pretends - this 
seems to be understood - to be profoundly perturbed at the 
thought that she is taking with her to Hades the bright scio# 
of his lord, and he proposes union with her to beget a son who 
may belong to Hades and take the place of his king’s son, the 
bright moon. * 


Let the precious scion of (my) king go to heaven; 

let my (own) son go to the nether world. 

Let my (own) son go to the nether world as (changeling for) 
the precious scion of (my) king. 


He then embraces Ninlil and again leaves her with child, the 
god Meslamtaea (who we know was considered a brother of 
Sin, the.moon). Enlil then continues his way toward Hades, and 
Ninlil takes up her pursuit. Two more times he stops, the first 
time when he comes to ‘the man of the river of Hades’ whom 
he similarly impersonates, engendering the god Ninazu, also 
a god of the underworld, and the second time when he comes 
to the ferryman at the river of Hades. In the ferryman’s guise 
he engenders a third god of the nether world, but, as the name 
of this god is damaged in the text, he cannot yet be identified. 
Here - very abruptly to our way of thinking - the story comes 
to a close with a short hymn of praise to Enlil and Ninlil, 
ending: 

Enlil is lord, Enlil is king. 

Enlil’s word cannot be altered; 

Enlirs impetuous word cannot be changed. 

Praise be to mother Ninlil, 

Praise! (to) father Enlil. 

The story here told cannot, we think, be considered a pleas^ 
ant one. Even though it is always extremely dangerous to 
apply one’s own moral standards to cultures and people so 
remote in time and in space, there seems to be a particularly 
unwholesome air round this tale and the way it is told. Yet, 
we must not forget two things. First, this story comes from 
a society in which woman’s honour was an unknown concept^ 
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I solation of an unmarried woman was an offence against her 
|uardian; violation of a married woman was an offence against 
| e r husband; and both were offences against society and its 
j^ws. In no case, however, were they offences against the 
0poman. She and her feelings simply did not count. For that 
Reason there is a moral conflict involved when Enlil breaks the 
Jaws of society in raping Ninlil. In what happens to her after 
$hat, only Enlil’s honour could be injured; and he avoids that 
fiy his handling of the men she meets. Second, and far more 
Important, we must make clear to ourselves that Ninlil, whose 
flight cannot help appealing to us, and who seems a central 
character, holds almost no interest to the storyteller. His sole 
concern is with the children she is to bear - with the origin of 
the moon-god and his three divine brothers. Ninlil exists for 
him merely as the potential mother of these children, not as 
a human being interesting in herself. For that reason the story 
ends in a manner which seems to us abrupt. But for the story¬ 
teller there was nothing of interest to relate after the last divine 
child was in existence. It is only we who wonder about 
what further happened between Ninlil and Enlil and should 
like to be told that Ninlil was finally accepted by Enlil as his 
wife. 

It is from the point of view of the children, then, that the 
myth is to be understood and interpreted. Why does the bright 
celestial moon-god come to have three brothers, all powers of 
the lower, infernal regions? Why does Enlil, the storm, a cos¬ 
mic force which belongs to the world above, have children 
who belong to the nether world? The myth answers in psycho¬ 
logical terms. It seeks the cause in Enlil’s own nature with its 
curiously dark and violent strains. It is this element of wildness 
and violence which makes him break the laws and taboos of 


society of the world above when he takes Ninlil by force and 
Sin is engendered. The consequences are banishment, imposed 
by the forces which uphold that world and its fundamental 
order, by the assembly of the gods. 

Enlil’s later children are engendered after he has been put 
beyond the pale of the world of light, when he is on his way to 
Hades and under its sinister shadow. Therefore, the children 
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he now engenders belong in Hades, and their infernal affinit$j| 
are confirmed by the words Enlil speaks to induce Ninlil to 
unite with him. For such is the power of Enfirs word that it 
binding, that it comes true however and whenever it is spokeii 
Therefore, and very aptly, the myth ends in a paean to Enlil] 
word which cannot be altered, cannot be changed. 

The immediate answer to the question of the myth: ‘Wh|j 
are EnliFs children so different?’ is thus, ‘Because Enlil so 
decreed F But the myth, in giving that answer, is not yet satis¬ 
fied. It probes behind the immediate answer: tells of the events 
and of the situation which caused Enlil to speak as he did. And 
it shows that these events were in no sense accidental but were 
precipitated by a fundamental contrast in EnliFs own nature* 
Background for the myth is the view of the universe as a state. 
Enlil, Ninlil, Sin, and all the other characters in the story aj| 
forces in nature. But, since the myth-maker sees these fordjj 
as ‘Thou’s’, as members of a society, his endeavour is to under* 
stand them through psychological analysis of their charactei 
and through their corresponding reaction to the laws which 
govern the state of the universe. 


THE TILMUN MYTH! THE INTERPLAY OF EARTH AND 
WATER IN COSMOS AND ITS RESULTS 

An origin myth of a different character, and in a sense far less 
sophisticated, is the Tilmun myth. 24 

The myth of Enlil and Ninlil was concerned with a singly 
seemingly anomalous fact: the difference in character of the 
sons of Enlil. It traced their origin to find that difference ulti¬ 
mately grounded in constrasts within EnliFs own nature. The 
Tilmun myth is not in that sense wrestling with a problem. It 
endeavours to trace a causal unity between a great many dis¬ 
parate phenomena and shows their common origin in a conflict 
of two natures, male and female. It tells the story of a battle of 
wills in their mutual attraction and mutual antagonism, of con¬ 
stant Mother Earth, Ninhursaga, and Enki, god of the fickle 
waters. 

The story opens in the island of Tilmun - modern Bahrein in 
the Persian Gulf. This island was allotted to Enki and Ninhur* 
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gaga when the world was divided among the gods. After Enki, 
a t Ninhursaga’s suggestion, has provided the island with fresh 
^ater, he proposes to her, and, though she at first refuses, she 
(finally accepts him. Their daughter is the goddess Ninsar, the 
plants, born of the marriage of soil, Ninhursaga, and water, 
jinki. But, as the waters of the yearly inundation in Mesopo¬ 
tamia recede and return to the river bed before vegetation 

E omes up, so Enki does not stay to live with Ninhursaga as her 
usband but has already left her before the goddess of the 
plants is born. And, as vegetation in the late spring clusters 
ground the rivers, so Ninsar comes to the river’s edge where 
Enki is. But Enki sees in the goddess of the plants just another 
young girl. He unites with her, but he does not go to live with 
her. The goddess of the plants gives birth to a daughter repre¬ 
senting - we would guess - the plant fibres used in the weaving 
of linen. Such fibres are obtained by soaking plants in water 
until the soft matter rots away and only the tough fibres re¬ 
main. They are, therefore, in a sense the child of plants and 
water. Then the story repeats itself; the goddess of the dyestuff, 
with which cloth is dyed, is born, and she in turn gives birth to 
the goddess of cloth and weaving, Uttu. By now, however, 
Ninhursaga has realized how fickle Enki is and puts Uttu on 
her guard. Forewarned, Uttu insists on marriage: Enki must 
bring gifts of cucumbers, apples, and grapes - apparently to 
serve as the customary marriage-gift - and only then will she 
be his. Enki complies and when, as a regular suitor, he presents 
himself at the house with the gifts, Uttu joyfully lets him in. 
The wine which he gives her makes Uttu intoxicated, and he 
takes his pleasure of her. A lacuna interrupts the story at this 
point and obscures the course of events. Eight plants have 
sprouted forth, and Ninhursaga has not yet announced what 
their names, nature, and qualities shall be. Then she suddenly 
discovers that Enki has already determined all this on his own 
and has eaten the plants. At this final slight, Ninhursaga is 
seized with a burning hatred, and she curses the god of the 
waters. At her terrible curse - which apparently typifies the 
banning of the fresh waters to darkness underground and to 
slow death when wells and rivers dry up in the summer season 
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- all the gods are thoroughly disturbed. But the fox appear 
and promises to bring Ninhursaga to them. It makes good its 
pronfise. Ninhursaga comes, relents, and finally heals the sick 
Enki by helping to give birth to eight deities, one for each aib 
ing part of his body. It has been suggested that these deiti^J 
are the plants which Enki had swallowed and which had thu* 
become lodged in his body. The myth ends with the assign^ 
of stations in life to these deities. 

As we have stated, this myth endeavours to trace a causal 
unity among many disparate phenomena; but it is a unity 
causal in the mythopoeic sense only. When plants are seen as 
born of soil and water, we can still follow, although with reser* 
vations. Toward the end of the myth, however, the deitiog 
born that Enki may be healed have no intrinsic connecti$fl 
either with soil, who bears them, or with water. Their name^g 
however, happen to contain elements which recall the worcJt 
for certain parts of the body, those parts of Enki’s body whick 
are healed. For instance, the deity whose name can 

be understood as ‘the growing straight of the arm’, was born 
to heal Enki’s arm. And here is the connection. We must re¬ 
member that in mythopoeic thought a name is a force within 
the person propelling him in a certain direction. Since the name 
can be understood as meaning ‘the growing straigb| 
of the arm’, though this deity - as far as we know - had nothing 
to do with arms, the question could not but present itself! 
‘Whose arm did this deity cause to grow straight?’ The mytfy 
is ready with an answer: ‘Enki’s’. It is here satisfied with estate 
fishing a connection; it does not probe for a deeper relation 
ship of nature between the two forces, the two gods, involved 

Seen on its own terms, however, and viewed with mytficto 
poeic logic, the myth greatly deepens our understanding of 
two great forces in the universe, earth and water; for in the 
Mesopotamian universe understanding means psychological 
insight. In the myth we get to know the deep antithesis whid| 
underlies the fruitful interplay of these forces in nature; we fol¬ 
low it as it rises to its climax in an open break threatening to 
destroy water forever; and we end on a note of relief with re¬ 
conciliation, with restoration of harmony in the universe. We 
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also learn, in following the interaction of these forces, their 
imp ortance as sources of fife: From them come plants, from 
them come weaving and clothing, to them are due numerous 
potent and beneficial forces in fife - numerous minor gods. An 
a rea of the universe has become intelligible. 

Before we leave this myth, we should call attention to an 
interesting bit of speculation which it contains, to the picture 
it gives of the world when it was young. The definite and 
identifiable character of things in the world came late. In the 
dawn of time the world was as yet only a world of promise, 
a world in the bud, not settled in definite form. Neither ani¬ 
mals nor men had yet acquired their habits and characteristics; 
they had not yet their defining traits. They were only poten¬ 
tially what they now are. The raven did not yet croak; the lion 
did not kill; the wolf did not snatch lambs. Disease and old age 
had as yet no existence as such, had not acquired their recog¬ 
nizable symptoms and characteristics, and could therefore not 
identify themselves as ‘disease’ and ‘old age’, definite forms 
which they were only later to assume. 

The first fines of the opening section of the myth are ad¬ 
dressed directly to Enki and Ninhursaga; these deities are the 
‘you’ of the text. Then the story lapses into ordinary narrative 
style: 

When you were dividing the virgin earth (with your fellow-gods) 

- you - the land of Tilmun was a region pure; 

When you were dividing the pure earth (with your fellow-gods) 

- you - the land of Tilmun was a region pure. 

The land of Tilmun was pure, the land of Tilmun was fresh. 

The land of Tilmun was fresh, the land of Tilmun was bright. 
When they lay down on the ground all alone in Tilmun - 
Since the place where Enki lay down with his spouse 
was a fresh place, a bright place.... 

When they lay down on the ground all alone in Tilmun - 
Since the place where Enki lay down with his spouse 
was a fresh place, a bright place - 
The raven in Tilmun did not croak (as the raven does nowadays). 
The cock (?) did not utter the crow of a cock (as the cock does 
nowadays). 

The lion did not kill. 

The wolf did not seize lambs. 











BEFORE PHILOSOPHY 


*74 

2* ** **7' “* (h ° w)to *e kids crouch down. 

The donkey foal knew not (how) to eat grain ’ 

Eye disease did not say, “I,'eye disease,’"’.‘ 

Headache did not say, “I, headache,” 

The old woman there did not say, “I, old woman,” 
rhe old man there did not say, “I, old man,” ... 

B. Details of World Order 

Of the next group of myths, those which deal with the estah. 
hshment of some facet of world order rather than with the, 
origins of things and forces as such, we shad give only 
examples. The first of these is a myth, unfortunately in a father 
damaged condition, which tells how the natural economJS 
Mesopotamia became organized. * 

enki organizes the world manor 25 
The beginning of this myth, now lost, probably related how 

ahl U F t appointed Enki. Where the text becomes real 
le, Enki is making a tour of inspection in his territory, which 
indudes most of the world as then known, and visiting 
larger administrative units in it. ® 

S f pS f each country, blesses it, and by his blessin* 
endows it with prosperity and affirms its special functioml 

wS wl°r rS r?n ^ b ° dieS ° f WatCr and What has » 5o 

with water. He fills the rivers Euphrates and Tigris with clear 

wkhfeha a ? P< T S a god to °versee them. Then he fills them 
with fish and sets out canebrakes. To care for these, he appoint! 

adiW ° Ver f er ' Then he re S uktes the and appoint 
7 V T C u u 18 t0 IUn k< From the sea Enki turns to 

the wmds wluch bring the rains and then to agricultural pur- 

suy He looks after the plough, opens up the fhrrows, aldS* 

Fromfhe fi U T ^ He ^ ranges § ranaries side by side. 
From the fields he moves on to town and village, appoints the 

ds wads, and appoints the divine master-budder, Mush- 

SddfeofTT 1 SU f r rts - HnaU ^ he or g*™es the 

Z ns ltd fh Sfc L f the god Sumukan > while he builds 
pens and sheepfolds for the tame animals, placing the latter in 
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fcarge of the shepherd-god Dumuzi or Tammuz. Enki has 
Instituted every important function in the economic life of 
Mesopotamia; he has set it going; and he has appointed a 
feviue overseer to keep it going. Order in nature is seen and 
Interpreted exactly as if the universe were a large, smoothly 
j^nning estate organized by a capable manager. 


ENKI AND NINMAH: INTEGRATION OF ODDITIES 28 

ffhe order of the universe, patent and obvious to the human 
jalnd and generally admirable as well, is, nevertheless, not 
jjways and in every detail the order man would have preferred. 
Even the optimistic Alexander Pope, as the reader will recall, 
thought he could go no further in his praise than to call this 
rthe best possible world’, which is obviously a far cry from 
calling it ‘the ideal world’. The ancient Mesopotamians like¬ 
wise found things in the world which they considered unfor¬ 
tunate, or at least queer; and it puzzled them that the gods had 
arranged it that way. Problems of this kind are dealt with in 
the myth which we shall now consider. It offers an answer well 
in keeping with the Mesopotamians’ social and psychological 
approach to forces in the universe: the gods, for all their 
power, have their human sides. Their emotions, especially after 
too much beer, are likely to get the better of their judgment; 
and, when that happens, they are in danger of being tripped up 
by their own power, by the binding force of their own 
commands. 

The myth deals - as do so many Sumerian tales - with Enki, 
the god of the sweet waters, and Ninhursaga, the goddess of 
the earth. In this myth she is called by her epithet Ninmah, ‘the 
exalted lady’, and we shall keep this name in recounting the 
story. We begin once more in the days when the world was 
young; 

In the days of yore, the days when sky had been 
separated from earth. 

In the nights of yore, the nights when sky had been 
separated from earth. 

In those remote times the gods themselves had to work for 
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a living. All the gods had to use the sickle, the pickaxe, and tht 
other agricultural implements; to dig canals; and generally* t 0 
earn their bread by the sweat of their brows. And they hated it. 
The very wise one, he of broad understanding, Enki, lay i n 
deep slumber upon his couch without ever rising from it. To 
him the gods turned in their misery; and his mother Namtn$| 
the goddess of the watery deep, took their complaints before 
her sleeping son. Nor did she go in vain. Enki ordered Namrntt 
to get all in readiness to give birth to The clay that is above the 
apsu\ (‘Above the apsu 9 means below the earth but above the 
watery deep which lies under the earth and is more or less 
identical with the goddess Nammu herself.) This clay was to 
be severed from Nammu as one severs a human infant from its 
mother. The goddess Ninmah, the earth, was to stand above 
her - the earth, is of course, above the subterranean waters - 
and help her when she gave birth, and eight other goddess«g 
were to assist. 

In this fashion, we must assume, the clay above the apsu was 
born, and from it man was fashioned. However, a serious gap 
in the text interrupts the story at this point and prevents us 
from knowing with certainty how mankind came into being* 
When the text again becomes readable, Enki is preparing 
a feast for Ninmah and for his mother, presumably to celebrate 
her delivery. All the great gods are invited, and all praise Enki 
highly for his cleverness; but, as the party gets under way, 
Ninmah strikes a sour note: 

As Enki and Ninmah drink much beer, their hearts become elated, 
and Ninmah calls over to Enki: 

‘How good or how bad is man’s body (really) ? 

As my heart prompts me, I can make its lot good or (make it) bad.’ 

Enki is not slow to accept the challenge: ‘The lot thou hast in 
mind, be it good or bad, verily I will balance (?) it/ 

So Ninmah takes of the clay above the apsu and models it 
into a freak human being, one with some bodily defect: a man 

who cannot hold back his urine, a woman who is unable to 

* « 

bear children, a being who has neither male nor female organs^ 
All in all, six such beings take form under her fingers; but for 


THE COSMOS AS A STATE I77 

j-very one of them Enki is ready with a special lot or fate. He 
(finds a place in society for all of them, a way in which they can 
gain a living. The being with neither male nor female organs, 
presumably a eunuch, Enki destines to wait on the king, the 
Parren woman is placed among the ladies-in-waiting to the 
pjueen, etc. There can be little doubt that these six freaks formed 
hy Ninmah correspond to definite classes of persons in Su- 
pierian society who, for one reason or another, differed bodily 
from normal human beings and therefore posed a problem. 

But now the contest is on in earnest. Enki has shown that 
Jfis perspicuity is a match for even the worst Ninmah can think 

E p. Now he proposes that they change sides. He will make 
reaks, and she shall figure out what to do with them. And so 
Enki sets to work. We do not know about his first effort, for 
the text of the myth is damaged at this place; but we hear about 
the second, a being by the name oiU^-mu-ul, ‘my day is remote’ 
- that is, a very old man whose birthday lies far back in the 
past. The eyes of this unfortunate are diseased, his life is ebb- 
pig, his liver and heart give him pain, his hands tremble - to 
mention just a few of the things wrong with him. This crea¬ 
ture Enid presents to Ninmah. 

Enki calls over to Ninmah: 

I determined the lot for the men thou didst fashion, 
whereby they might subsist. 

Do thou now determine a lot for the man I have fashioned, 
whereby he may subsist. 

This, however, is entirely beyond Ninmah. She approaches the 
creature and puts a question to him, but he cannot answer; she 
proffers him a piece of bread she has been eating, but he is too 
feeble to stretch out his arm to take it, etc. Angrily she up¬ 
braids Enki: the creature he has fashioned is not a live man. 
But Enki only tauntingly reminds her how he was able to cope 
with anything she could think up and find ways for her crea¬ 
tures to make a living. 

Another break in the text prevents us from following the 
details of their quarrel. When the text again is preserved, the 
quarrel has reached its climax. Through the second of the two 
creatures which Enki created, he brought into the world sick- 
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ness and all the other miseries attendant upon old age. tj 
doubtedly his first creature, whose description is lost 
lacuna, carried a similar load of human evils. With neitheg 
them could Ninmah cope. She was unable to integrate 
with the world order, unable to find a useful place for them it* 
society. But they are here to stay, an unmitigated evil. It is 
sible that it was the effect of these creatures alone (of old 
and of the eatlier, as yet unknown, evils) on Ninmah’s land and 
city that drove her to desperation; it is also possible that shdsufL 
fered still further humiliations at Enki’s hand. She complg^j 

My city is destroyed, my house is wrecked, my children 
have been taken captive. 

I have been forced to leave Ekur, a fugitive (?); even 
I escape not from thy hand. 

So she curses him: ‘Henceforth thou shalt not dwell in heave% 
thou shalt not dwell on earth.’ This confines the god of the 
sweet waters to the dark regions below the earth. The curse is 
reminiscent of another which she pronounced upon Enki in 
the Tilmun myth and is seemingly intended to explain the 
same puzzling feature of the universe: Why are the benefice*# 
sweet waters banned to live in eternal darkness below the 
earth? For that is where one finds them if one digs deep enough* 
Enki can do nothing once the curse has been uttered, for it hat 
behind it all the decisive force inherent in a command of one 
of the great gods. He answers Ninmah: ‘A command issuiflg 
from thy mouth, who could change it?’ 

Nevertheless, it seems possible that this frightening sentence 
was somehow alleviated and that, as in the Tilmun myth* a 
reconciliation was brought about. The text of the myth be¬ 
comes extremely fragmentary and difficult at this point, so we 
cannot tell for certain. However, the very fact that the myth 
does go on at some length shows that Ninmah’s curse was not 
the final and decisive result of the conflict. 

The myth which we have here retold undertakes to explain 
a number of puzzling features in the world order: the curious 
abnormal groups - eunuchs, hierodules, etc. - which formed 
part of Mesopotamian society; the unpleasant, seemingly un¬ 
necessary evils which accompany old age; etc. In rendering its 
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tount, however, the myth not only explains; it passes judg- 
These features do not really belong in the world order; 
were not part of the plan. They came in in a moment of 
.sponsibility, when the gods were in their cups and suc¬ 
ked momentarily to envy and a desite to show off. More- 
„ r the myth analyses and evaluates the various features 
fttendy. While the freaks which Ninmah made were com- 
^btativelv harmless and could still be integrated with the social 
iffdcr by the clever Enki, there was no hope whatever when 
Itfjikj turned his nimble brain to mischief. 

In this implicit evaluation of the features whose origin it 
UjiCi'ibes, our myth forms a connecting link, as it were, with 
jbe third large group of myths: that which takes as its main 
rne the evaluation of features in the world order. 

C. Dbtails of Evaluation 
Line of the myths within this group take almost the same 
form as hymns of praise. They are concerned with a single ele- 
Cm in the universe - a deity, an object, or whatever it may be 
I - and extol its qualities in a minute analysis of all its features. 
||uch a myth, for instance, is the ‘Mirth of the Pickaxe, which 
Ifells how Enlil ma'de that indispensable implement and explains 
1 (is qualities and uses. Other myths within the group, however, 
are concerned with two entities of the universe, balancing one 
Igainst the other in a reasoned effort to understand and justify 
ifieir relative positions in the existing order. These myths fre- 
Suently take the form of a dispute between the two elements 
Involved, each extolling its own virtues until the dispute is 
fdjudicated by some god. A single passage may serve as illus¬ 
tration. It comes from a myth in which copper, useful but less 
lighly valued, disputes with silver the latter’s right to stand in 
a place of honour as courtier in the royal palace. The copper 
Jrgues the ‘uselessness’ of silver: 

When the cold weather has set in, you cannot provide an adze 
which can cut firewood (?); 

When harvest time has come, you cannot provide a sickle whicn 
can cut the grain. 

Therefore man will take no interest in thee,... 
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In a country like Mesopotamia, in which the chief indush* 
were sheep-herding and farming, it is only natural that tb* 
two modes of life should form favourite subjects of comtJjn 
son and evaluation. Which is the better, the more 
the more useful? We possess no less than three myths whTu 
take up this theme. One tells the origin of‘sheep’ and WT 
from the very beginning, when the gods alone enjoyed than 
and goes on to recount a long dispute which they had as t 
winch should take precedence over the other. Another m J? 
relates the dispute between two divine brothers, Enten and 
Emesh sons of Enlil, one seemingly typifying the farmer, tho 
other the shepherd. Their quarrel is settled by Enlil in favour 
of the farmer. The liveliest treatment of the theme, howevaaiT 
given in'a myth entitled ‘The Wooing of Inanna’. 
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So the farmer it is, and the poor shepherd feels despondent, 
pe has not only lost his suit; he has been rejected in favour of 
^ farmer, and that wounds his pride deeply. So he begins to 
lompare himself with the farmer. For everything the farmer 
^oakes, the shepherd finds some of his own products which will 
^xatch the farmer’s in value: 

In what does the farmer surpass me ? A farmer me I A farmer me! 

In what does the farmer, does Enkimdu, the man of dyke and canal 
... surpass me ? 

If he should give me his black cloth, I would give the farmer 
my black wool for it; 

If he should give me his white cloth, I would give the farmer 
my white wool for it. 

If he should pout out for me his prime beer, I would pour out for the 
farmer my yellow milk in return. 


THE WOOING OF INANNA’: RELATIVE MERITS OF 
SHEPHERD AND FARMER 28 

This myth tells how both the divine farmer Enkimdu and the 
divine shepherd Dumuzi sued for the hand of the goddest 
Inanna, who is here seen not as the spouse of Anu and queen <£ 
heaven but merely as a young marriageable girl. Her brothel! 
and guardian, the sun-god Ufa, is in favour of the shephefil 
and tries to influence his sister. ^ 

Her brother, the warrior, the hero, Utu, 
says to holy Inanna: 

‘The shepherd ought to marry thee, my sister, 
why, O maiden Inanna, art thou not willing ? 

His butter is good, his milk is good; 

All the shepherd’s products are splendid. 

Dumuzi ought to marry thee, Inanna.’ 

But the brother’s words fall on deaf ears. Inanna has made up 
her mind; she wants a farmer: 

Never shall the shepherd marry me; 

Never shall he drape me in his tufted cloth; 

Never shall his finest wool touch me. 

Me, the maiden, shall the farmer. 

And he only, take in marriage - 
The farmer who can grow beans. 

The farmer who can grow grain. 


The myth continues through all the products of grassland and 
farm, milk as a match for beer, small cheeses as a match for 
beans, cottage cheese with honey as a match for bread. And 
then, the shepherd feels, he would even have a surplus of but¬ 
ter and milk. 

The situation which the shepherd here imagines is a typically 
oriental contest of gifts. He who gives most is the better man; 
he owes the other nothing, the other is in his debt. And so, as 
the shepherd proceeds with his soliloquy, he feels better and 
better and gets in really high spirits. Brazenly, he drives his 
sheep to the very bank of the river into the heart of the culti¬ 
vation. There suddenly he sees the farmer and Inanna and, 
abashed at what he has been doing, immediately takes to his 
heels to escape into the desert. Both Enkimdu and Inanna run 
after him, and - if we interpret the text rightly - Inanna calls 
out to him: 

Why must I race with thee, O shepherd, I with thee, 
shepherd, with thee ? 

Thy‘sheep are free to eat grass on the bank; 

Thy sheep are free to pasture (?) in my stubble (?) field. 

They may eat grain in the fields of Uruk; 

Thy lambs and kids may drink water in my Adab canal. 

Though she prefers a farmer for a husband, she harbours no 
ill feeling toward the shepherd: 
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While thou, a shepherd, canst not - just to become my husband - 
be turned into a farmer, (the kind of man) I befriend, 

Canst not be turned into my friend, the farmer Enkimdu, into my 
friend the farmer, 

I will bring thee wheat, I will bring thee beans. ... 

And so the ?tory ends with a reconciliation. It has compare^ 
farmer and shepherd; it has by implication given preference to 
the farmer, for it is he whom the goddess marries. Howevc^it 
is at pains to show that putting the farmer ahead of the shep* 
herd is really a matter of personal preference only, the whim of 
a young girl. Actually one is as good as the other, both are 
equally useful and necessary members of society; the product 
of one balances that of the other. Though thgre is rivalry be¬ 
tween them, there should not be enmity. The farmer must 
know that Inanna liked the shepherd well enough to throw 
open the stubble fields to his flocks and permit him to water 
his sheep at the farmer's canals. Farmer and shepherd must try 
to get along well together. 

With this we may conclude our survey of the older mythc^ 
logical material from Mesopotamia. The bulk of this material 
is known to us from copies written at the end of the third and 
the early part of the second millenniums b.c. But the myths 
themselves are undoubtedly much older. They show clearly for 
what they are: answers to questions of detail. They treat such 
varied problems as the origin, the place, and the relative value 
of all kinds of specific entities or groups of entities within the 
cosmos. They are one, however, in the underlying view which 
they take of the world. Their cosmos is a state, an organkati 
of individuals. And the myths are one also in the approac 
which they take to the problems. It is a psychological approa 
the key to understanding the forces which one meets in nat 
is felt to lie in the understanding of their characters, exacdy as 
the key to understanding men lies in understanding their 
characters. 

REFLECTION OF THE WORLD VIEW IN LATER MYTHS# 

‘enuma elish' 

But though the view of the universe as a state thus underlies all 
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itfxese tales - or precisely because it underlies them, is the very 
joil from which they grow - there is little effort to present that 
j^iew as a whole. A proper cosmogony treating of the funda¬ 
mental problems of the cosmos as it appeared to the Mesopo- 
lamians - its origin and the origin of the order which it exhi¬ 
bits - does not appear until the earlier half of the second mil¬ 
lennium b.c. Then it is given in a grandiose composition named 
gS nutna elish, ‘When above,' 29 'Enuma elish has a long and com¬ 
plicated history. It is written in Akkadian, 30 seemingly Akka¬ 
dian of approximately the middle of the second millennium 
ip.c. At that period, then, the composition presumably received 
the form in which we now have it. Its central figure is Marduk, 
the god of Babylon, in keeping with the fact that Babylon was 
at that time the political and cultural centre of the Mesopo¬ 
tamian world. When later on, in the first millennium b.c., 
Assyria rose to become the dominant power in the Near East, 
Assyrian scribes apparently replaced Marduk with their own 
god Assur and made a few changes to make the story fit its new 
hero. This la ter version is known to us from copies of the myth 
found in Assyria. 

The substitution of Assur for Marduk as the hero and central 
[figure of the story seems to have been neither the only nor the 
first such substitution made. Behind our present version with 
Marduk as the hero undoubtedly lies a still earlier ^version 
[wherein, not Marduk, but Enlil of Nippur played the central 
stole. This more original form can be deduced from many indi¬ 
cations in the myth itself. The most important of these is the 
fact that Enlil, although he was always at least the second most 
Important Mesopotamian deity, seems to play no part what¬ 
ever in the myth as we have it, while all the other important 
gods have appropriate roles. Again, the role which Marduk 
flays is not in keeping with the character of the god. Marduk 
was originally an agricultural or perhaps a solar deity, whereas 
the central role in Enuma elish is that of a god of the storm such 
as Enlil was. Indeed, a central feat ascribed to Marduk in the 
ftory - the separating of heaven and earth - is the very feat 
which other mythological material assigns to Enlil, and with 
fight, for it is the wind which, placed between the sky and the 
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earth, holds them apart like the two sides of an inflated leathag 
bag. It seems, therefore, that Enlil was the original hero of the 
story and was replaced by Marduk when our earliest kno\t^ 
version was composed around the middle of the second mil, 
lennium b.c. How far the myth itself goes back, we cannot say 
with certainty. It contains material and reflects ideas which 
point backward through the third millennium B.c. 

A. Fundamentals of Origin 

We may now turn to the content of the myth. It falls roughjjf 
into two sections, one dealing with the origin of the basic fea¬ 
tures of the universe, the other telling how the present world 
order was established. There is, however, no rigid separation 
of these two themes. The actions of the second part of the 
myth are foreshadowed in, and interlock with, the events told 
in the first. 

The poem begins with a description of the universe as it was 
in the beginning: 
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l^istence: Lahmu and Lahamu. The text clearly intends us to 
|tfiderstand that they were begotten by Apsu, the sweet waters, 
^id born of TPamat, the sea. They represent, it would seem, 
pxlt which had formed in the waters. From Lahmu and Lahamu 
derive the next divine pair: Anshar and Kishar, two aspects of 
fthe horizon’. The myth-maker apparently viewed the horizon 
as both male and female, as a circle (male) which circumscribed 
|he sky and as a circle (female) which circumscribed the earth. 

Anshar and Kishar give birth to Anu, the god of the sky; 
pud Anu engenders Nudimmut. Nudimmut is another name 
for Ea or Enki, the god of the sweet waters. Here, however, 
he is apparently to be viewed in his oldest aspect as represent¬ 
ing the earth itself; he is En-ki , ‘lord of the earth’. Anshar is 
said to have made Anu like himself, for the sky resembles the 
Jiorizon in so far as it, too, is round. And Anu is said to have 
(made Nudimmut, the earth, in his likeness; for the earth was, 
in the opinion of the Mesopotamians, shaped like a disc or 
even like a round bowl: 


When a sky above had not (yet even) been mentioned 
(And) the name of firm ground below had not (yet even) been 
thought of; 

(When) only primeval Apsu, their begetter, 

And Mummu and Tfamat - she who gave birth to them all - 
Wep mingling their waters in one; 

When no bog had formed (and) no island could be found; 

When no god whosoever had appeared. 

Had been named by name, had been determined as to (his) lot, 
Then were gods formed within them. 31 

This description presents the earliest stage of the universe 
as one of watery chaos. The chaos consisted of three inter¬ 
mingled elements: Apsu, who represents the sweet waters; 
TPamat, who represents the sea; and Mummu, who cannot as 
yet be identified with certainty but may represent cloud banks 
and mist. These three types of water were mingled in a large 
undefined mass. There was not yet even the idea of a sky abovfc 
or firm-ground beneath; all was water; not even a swampy bog 
had been formed, still less an island; and there were yet no gotk| 
Then, in the midst of this watery chaos, two gods come into 


Lahmu and Lahamu appeared and they were named; 

Increasing through the ages they grew tall. 

Anshar and Kishar (then) were formed, surpassing them; 

They lived for many days, adding year unto year. 

Their son was Anu, equal to his fathers. 

Anshar made his firstborn, Anu, to his own likeness, 

Anu, to his own likeness also, Nudimmut. 

Nudimmut excelled among the gods, his fathers; 

With ears wide open, wise, mighty in strength, 

Mightier than his father’s father Anshar, 

He had no equal among his fellow-gods. 

The speculations which here meet us, speculations by which 
the ancient Mesopotamians thought to penetrate the mystery 
^concealing the origin of the universe, are obviously based upon 
(observation of the way in which new land is actually formed in 
^Mesopotamia. Mesopotamia is an alluvial country. It has been 
Duilt through thousands of years by silt which has been 
brought down by the two great rivers, the Euphrates and the 
Tigris, and has been deposited at their mouths. This process 
Still goes on; and day by day, year by year, the country slowly 
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grows, extending farther out into the Persian Gulf. It is ^ 
scene - where the sweet waters of the rivers meet and bWj 
with the salt waters of the sea, while cloud banks hang 
over the waters - which has been projected back into the beggflj | 
ning of time. Here still is the primeval watery chaos in whu| 
Apsu, the sweet waters, mingles with TPamat, the salt watej* 
of. the sea; and here the silt - represented by the first of th e 
gods, Lahmu and Lahamu - separates from the water, become 
noticeable, is deposited. 

Lahmu and Lahamu gave birth to Anshar and Kishar; that 
is, the primeval silt, born of the salt and the sweet waters it* 
the original watery chaos, was deposited along its circuq^ 
ference in a gigantic ring: the horizon. From Anshar, the uppet 
side of this ring, and from Kishar, its lower side, grew| up 
through days and years of deposits Anu, heaven, and Nudita, 
mut-Enki, earth. As Enuma elisb describes this, Anu, the sky, 
was formed first; and he engendered Nudimmut, the earth. 

This presentation breaks the progression by pairs - Lahm% 
Lahamu, Anshar-Kishar - after which we expect a third p£ 
An-Ki, ‘heaven and earth 5 ; instead, we get Anu followed™ 
Nudimmut. This irregularity suggests that we are here dealing 
with an alteration of the original story perhaps made by the 
redactor who introduced Marduk of Babylon as hero of the 
myth. He may have wanted to stress the male aspect of 
the earth, Ea-Enki, since the latter figured as father of Marduk 
in Babylonian theology. Originally, therefore, Anshar-Kisi® 
may have been followed by An-Ki, ‘heaven and earth 5 . This 
conjecture is supported by a variant of our story preserve^ in 
the great ancient Mesopotamian list of gods known as the An- 
Anum list. Here we find an earlier, more intact version of the 
speculation: from the horizon, from Anshar and Kishar as 
a united pair, grew the sky and the earth. Sky and earth are 
apparently to be viewed as two enormous discs formed from 
the silt which continued to be deposited along the inside of the 
ring of the horizon as the latter ‘lived many days, added yea! 
unto year 5 . Later on, these discs were forced apart by the wind, 
who puffed them up into the great bag within which we live, 
its under side being the earth, its upper side the sky. 
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In speculating about the origin of the world, the Mesopo- 
[ians thus took as their point of departure things they knew 
d could observe in the geology of their own country. Their 
th, Mesopotamia, is formed by silt deposited where fresh 
ter meets salt water; the sky, seemingly formed of solid 
tter like the earth, must have been deposited in the same 
nner and must have been raised later to its present lofty 
bsition. 




B. Fundamentals of World Order 
st as observed facts about the physical origin of his own 
untry form the basis for the Mesopotamian’s speculations 
out the origin of the basic features in the universe, so, it 
rould seem, does a certain amount of knowledge about the 
rigin of his own political organization govern his speculations 
5 to the origin of the organization of the universe. The origin 
the world order is seen in a prolonged conflict between two 
Inciples, the forces making for activity and the forces making 
)r inactivity. In this conflict the first victory over inactivity is 
ained by authority alone; the second, the decisive victory, by 
uthority combined with force. The transition mirrors, on the 
ne hand, a historical development from primitive social 
rganization, in which only custom and authority unbacked 
j force are available to ensure concerted action by the corn- 
unity, to the organization of a real state, in which the ruler 
immands both authority and force to ensure necessary con- 
erted action. On the other hand, it reflects the normal proce- 
ure within the organized state, for here also authority alone 
the means brought to bear first, while force, physical com- 
ulsion, is only resorted to if authority is not sufficient to pro- 
uce the conduct desired. 

To return to Enuma elish : With the birth of the gods from 
os, a new principle - movement, activity - has come into 
e world. The new beings contrast sharply with the forces of 
haos that stand for rest and inactivity. In a typically mytho- 
oeic manner this ideal conflict of activity and inactivity is 
iven concrete form in a pregnant situation: the gods come 
frgether to dance. 
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The divine companions thronged together 
and, restlessly surging back and forth, they dis¬ 
turbed Ti^amat, 
disturbed Ti>amat’s belly, 

dancing within (her depth) where heaven is founded. 

Apsu could not subdue their alamour, 
and Ti^amat was silent... 
but their actions were abhorrent to her 
and their ways not good. ... 

The conflict is now manifest. The first power of chaos to come 
out openly against the gods and their new ways is Apsu. 

Then Apsu, the begetter of the great gods, 
called his servant Mummu, saying to him: 

‘Mummu, my servant, who dost gladden my heart, 
come let us go to Ti^amat.’ 

They went; and seated before TPamat, 
about the gods their firstborn they took counsel. 

Apsu began to speak, 
saying to pure Ti^amat: 

‘Abhorrent have become their ways to me, 

I am allowed no rest by day, by night no sleep. 

I will abolish, yea, I will destroy their ways, 
that peace may reign (again) and we may sleep.* * 

This news causes consternation among the gods. They ru& 
around aimlessly; then they quiet down and sit in the silentf* 
of despair. Only one, the wise Ea-Enki, is equal to the 
situation. 

He of supreme intelligence, skilful, ingenious, 

Ea, who knows all things, saw through their scheme. 

He formed, yea, he set up against it 

the configuration of the universe, 

and skilfully made his overpowering sacred spell. 

Reciting it he cast it on the water (- on Apsu -), 

* poured slumber over him, so that he soundly slept. 

The waters to which Ea here recites his spell, his c configut(| 
tion of the universe’, are Apsu. Apsu succumbs to the magic 
command and falls into a deep slumber. Then Ea takes from 
him his crown and drapes himself in Apsu’s cloak of fiery rays. 
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fje kills Apsu and establishes his abode above him. Then he 
|ocks up Mummu, passes a string through his nose, and sits 
folding him by the end of this nose-rope. 

What all this signifies is perhaps not immediately evident; 
yet it can be understood. The means which Ea employs to sub¬ 
due Apsu is a spell, that is, a word of power, an authoritative 
(command. For the Mesopotamians viewed authority, as a 
power inherent in commands, a power which caused a com¬ 
mand to be obeyed, caused it to realize itself, to come true. The 
authority, the power in Ea’s command, was great enough to 
force into being the situation expressed in the command. And 
the nature of this situation is hinted at when it is called #c the 
configuration of the universe’; it is the design which now 
obtains. Ea commanded that things should be as they are, and 
so they became thus. Apsu, the sweet waters, sank into the 
sleep of death which now holds the sweet waters immobile 
underground. Directly above them was established the abode 
of Ea - earth resting upon Apsu. Ea holds in his hands the 
nose-rope of captive Mummu, perhaps - if our interpretation 
of this difficult figure is correct - the cloud banks which float 
low over the earth. But whatever the details of interpretation 
may be, it is significant that this first great victory of the gods 
over the powers of chaos, of the forces of activity over the 
forces opposing activity, was won through authority and not 
through physical force. It was gained through the authority 
implicit in a command, the magic in a spell. It is significant 
also that it was gained through the power of a single god act¬ 
ing on his own initiative, not by the concerted efforts of the 
whole community of the gods. The myth moves on a primi¬ 
tive level of social organization where dangers to the commu¬ 
nity are met by the separate action of one or more powerful 
individuals, not by co-operation of the community as a 
whole. 

To return to the story: In the dwelling which Ea has thus 
established on Apsu is born Marduk, the real hero of the myth 
as we have it; but in more original versions it was undoubtedly 
Enlil’s birth that was told at this juncture. The text describes 
him: 
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Superb of stature, with lightning glance, 
and virile gait, he was a leader bom. 

Ea his father, seeing him, rejoiced, 

and brightened and his heart filled with delight. 

He added, yea, he fastened on to him twofold divinity. 
Exceeding tall he was, surpassing in all things. 

Subtle beyond conceit his measure was, 
incomprehensible, terrible to behold. 

Four were his eyes and four his ears; 
fire blazed whenever he moved his lips. 

But while Marduk grows up among the gods, new danger! 
threaten from the forces of chaos. They maliciously chidS 
TPamat: 

When they killed Apsu, thy husband, 

thou didst not march at his side but sat quietly. 

Finally they succeed in rousing her. Soon the gods hear that 
all the forces of chaos are making ready to do battle with them; 

Angry, scheming, restless day and night, 

they are bent on fighting, rage and prowl like lions. 

Gathered in council, they plan the attack. 

Mother Hubur - creator of all forms - 

adds irresistible weapons, has borne monster serpents, 

sharp toothed, with fang unsparing; 

has filled their bodies with poison for blood. 

Fierce dragons she has draped with terror, 
crowned with flame and made like gods, 
so that whoever looks upon them shall perish with fear, 
and they, with bodies raised, will not turn back their breast. 

At the head of her formidable army TPamat has placed her 
second husband, Kingu. She has given him full authority and 
entrusted to him the ‘tablets of destinies’, which symbolize 
supreme power over the universe. Her forces are ranged in 
battle order ready to attack the gods. 

The first intelligence of what is afoot reaches the always well- 
informed Ea. At first, a typical primitive reaction, he is com¬ 
pletely stunned, and it takes some time before he can pull him¬ 
self together and begin to act. 
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Ea heard of these matters, 

lapsed into dark silence, wordlessly sat. 

Then, having deeply pondered and his inner turmoil quieted, 

arose and went to his father Anshar, 

went before Anshar, his father who begot him. 

All TFamat had plotted he recounted. 

Anshar also is deeply disturbed and smites his thigh and bites 
his lip in his mental anguish. He can think of no better way out 
than to send Ea against TPamat. He reminds Ea of his victory 
over Apsu and Mummu and seems to advise him to use the 
same means he used then. But this time Ea’s mission is unsuc¬ 
cessful. The word of an individual, even the powerful word of 
Ea, is no match for TPamat and her host. 

Anshar then turns to Anu and bids him go. Anu is armed 
with authority even greater than that of Ea, for he is told: 

If she obey not thy command, 

speak unto her our command, that she may subside. 

If TPamat cannot be overpowered by the authority of any one 
god, the command of all gods, having behind it their combined 
authority, must be used against her. But that, too, fails; Anu 
is unable to face TPamat, returns to Anshar, and asks to be 
relieved of the task. Unaided authority, even the highest which 
the gods command, is not enough. Now the gods face their 
hour of gravest peril. Anshar, who has thus far directed the 
proceedings, falls silent. 

Anshar grew silent, staring at the ground, 
he shook his head, nodded toward Ea. 

Ranged in assembly, all the Anunnaki 
lips covered, speechless sat. 


Then, finally, rising in all his majesty, Anshar proposes that 
Ea’s son, young Marduk, ‘whose strength is mighty’, cham¬ 
pion his fathers, the gods. Ea is willing to put the proposal to 
Marduk, who accepts readily enough but not without a 
condition: v 


If I am to be your champion, 
vanquish TTamat, and save you, 
then assemble and proclaim my lot supreme. 
Sit down together joyfully in Ubshuukkinna; 
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let me, like you, by word of mouth determine destiny, 

so that whatever I decide shall not be altered, 

and my spoken command shall not (come) back (to me), 
shall not be changed. 

Marduk is a young god. He has abundant strength, the full 
prowess of youth, and he looks ahead to the physical contest 
with complete confidence. But, as a young man, he lacks 
influence. It is for authority on a par with that of the powerful 
senior members of the community that he asks. A new and 
unheard-of union of powers is here envisaged: his demand 
foreshadows the coming state with its combination of force 
and authority in the person of the king. 

And so the call goes out, and the gods foregather in Ubshu* 
ukkinna, the court of assembly in Nippur. As they arrive, they 
meet friends and relatives who have similarly come to parties 
pate in the assembly, and there is general embracing. In the 
sheltered court the gods sit down to a sumptuous meal; wine 
and strong drink soon put them in a happy and carefree mood* 
fears and worries vanish, and the meeting is ready to settle 
down to more serious affairs. 

They smacked their tongues and sat down to the feast; 

They ate and drank. 

Sweet drink dispelled their fears. 

They sang for joy, drinking strong wine. 

Carefree they grew, exceedingly, their hearts elated. 

Of Marduk, (of) their champion, they decreed the destiny. 

The ‘destiny’ mentioned is full authority on a par with that of 
the highest gods. The assembly first gives Marduk a seat of 
honour and then proceeds to confer the new powers on him: 

They made a princely dais for him. 

And he sat down, facing his fathers, as a councillor. 

‘Thou art of consequence among the elder gods. 

Thy rank is unsurpassed and thy command is Anu(’s). 

Marduk, thou art of consequence among the elder gods; 

Thy rank is unequalled and thy command is Anu(’s). 

From this day onward shall thy orders not be altered; 

To elevate and to abase - this be within thy power. 

What thou hast spoken shall come true, thy word shall 
not prove vain. 

Among the gods none shall encroach upon thy rights.* 


jyhat the assembly of the gods here confers upon Marduk is 
^ngship: the combination of authority with powers of com- 
,ulsion; a leading voice in the counsels of peace; leadership of 
he army in times of war; police powers to penalize evildoers. 


We gave thee kingship, power over all things. 

Take thy seat in the council, may thy word prevail. 
May thy weapon not yield, may it smite thy foes. 
Grant breath of life to lord(s) who put (their) trust 
in thee. 0 

But if a god embraces evil, shed his life. 


Having conferred authority upon Marduk, the gods want to 
know that he really has it, that his command now possesses 
that magic quality which makes it come true. So they make a 
test: 


They placed a garment in their midst 
And said to Marduk their firstborn: 

‘O Lord, thy lot is truly highest among gods. 

Command annihilation and existence, and may both 
come true. 

May thy spoken word destroy the garment. 

Then speak again and may it be intact/ 

He spoke - and at his word the garment was destroyed. 
He spoke again, the garment reappeared. • 

The gods, his fathers, seeing (the power of) his word. 
Rejoiced, paid homage: ‘Marduk is king/ 


Then they give him the insignia of kingship - sceptre, throne, 
and royal robe(?) - and arm him for the coming conflict. Mar¬ 
duk’s weapons are the weapons of a god of storm and thunder 
- a circumstance understandable when we remember that the 
story was originally the story of the storm-god Enlil. He carries 
the rainbow, the arrows of lightning, and a net held by four 
winds. 


He made a bow, designed it as his weapon, 
let the arrow ride firmly on the bowstring. 
Grasping his mace in his right hand, he lifted it; 
and fastened bow and quiver at his side. 

He bade lightning precede him, 

and made his body bum with searing flame. 
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He made a net to encircle Ti^amat, 

bade the four winds hold on, that none of her escape. 

The south wind, north wind, east wind, west wind. 

Gifts from his father Anu, did he place along the edges 
of the net. 

In addition, he fashions seven terrible storms, lifts up his mace, 
which is the hood, mounts his war chariot, ‘the irresistible tem¬ 
pest’, and rides to battle against TPamat with his army, the 
gods milling around him. 

At the approach of Marduk, Kingu and the enemy army 
lose heart and are plunged into utter confusion; only TPao^ 
stands her ground and challenges the young god to battle, 
Marduk returns the challenge, and the fight is on. Spreadh® 
his mighty net, Marduk envelops TPamat in its meshes. As she 
opens her jaws to swallow him, he sends in the winds to hold 
them open. The winds swell her body, and through her open 
mouth Marduk shoots an arrow which pierces her heart and 
kills her. When her followers see Marduk treading on their 
dead champion, they turn and try to flee; but they are caught 
in the meshes of his net, and he breaks their weapons and 
takes them captive. Kingu also is bound, and Marduk takes 
from him the ‘tablets of destinies’. 

When complete victory has thus been achieved, Marduk 
returns to TPamat’s body, crushes her skull with his mace, 
and cuts her arteries; and the winds carry her blood away. 
Then he proceeds to cut her body in two and to lift up half of 
it to form the sky. To make sure that the waters in it will not 
escape, he sets up locks and appoints guards. He carefully 
measures the sky which he has thus made; and, as Ea after 
his victory over Apsu had built his abode on the body of his 
dead opponent, so now Marduk builds his abode on that part 
of TPamat’s body which he has made into the sky. By measur¬ 
ing he makes certain that it comes directly opposite Ea’s 
dwelling to form a counterpart of it. 

Here we may pause again for a moment to ask what all this 
means. At the root of the battle between Marduk or Enlil and 
TPamat, between wind and water, there probably lies an age- 
old interpretation of the spring floods. Every spring the 
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paters flood the Mesopotamian plain and the world reverts to 
a - or rather to ‘the’ - primeval watery chaos until the winds 
(jfight the waters, dry them up, and bring back the dry land, 
jtemnants of this concept may be seen in the detail that the 
ftfinds carry away TPamat’s blood. But such age-old concepts 
bad early become vehicles for cosmological speculation. We 
have already mentioned the existence of a view that heaven 
and earth were two great discs deposited by silt in the watery 
chaos and forced apart by the wind, so that the present uni¬ 
verse is a sort of inflated sack surrounded by waters above and 
below. This speculation has left clear traces in Sumerian 
jjnyths and in the An-Anum list, and here in TLnuma elish we 
have a variant of it: it is the primeval sea, TPamat, that is 
blown up and killed by the winds. Half of her—the present 
fcea—is left down here; the other half is formed into the sky, 
and locks are affixed so that the water does not escape except 
once in a while when some of it falls down as rain. 

Thus, through the use which it makes of its mythological 
material, Hnuma elish accounts in two ways for the creation of 
the sky. First, the sky comes into being in the person of the 
god Anu, whose name means sky and who is the god of the 
sky; then, again, the sky is fashioned by the wind-god out of 
half of the body of the sea. 

In a period, however, when emphasis had already shifted 
from the visual aspects of the great components of the universe 
to the powers felt as active in and through them, Anu, as the 
power behind the sky, would already be felt as sufficiently 
different from the sky itself to make this inherent contradic¬ 
tion less acute. 

Quite as significant as the direct cosmological identification 
of the actors in these events, however, is the bearing which the 
events have on the establishing of the cosmic order. Under 
pressure of an acute crisis, a threatening war, a more or less 
primitively organized society has developed into a state. 

Evaluating this achievement in modern, and admittedly 
subjective, terms, we might say that the powers of movement 
and activity, the gods, have won their final and decisive 
Victory over the powers of rest and inertia. To accomplish 
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this, they have had to exert themselves to the utmost, 
they have found a method, a form of organisation, 
permits them to pull their full weight. As the active forces 
a society become integrated in the form of the state and thus 
can overcome the ever threatening tendencies to chaos and 
inertia, so the active forces in the Mesopotamian univet^j 
through that same form, the state, overcome and defeat the 
powers of chaos, of inactivity and inertia. But, however that 
may be, this much is certain - that the crisis has imposed upo Q 
the gods a state of the type of Primitive Democracy. All major 
issues are dealt with in a general assembly, where decrees are 
confirmed, designs are formulated, and judgments are pro¬ 
nounced. To each god is assigned a station, the most impa*. 
tant going to the fifty senior gods, among whom are the seven 
whose opinion is decisive. In addition to this legislative and 
judiciary assembly, however, there is now an executive, the 
young king, who is equal in authority to the most influential 
members of the assembly, is the leader of the army in war, tie 
punisher of evildoers in peacetime, and generally active, with 
the assent of the assembly, in matters of internal organization 
It is to tasks of internal organization that Marduk turns 
after his victory. The first was organizing the calendar—eyflf 
a matter for the ruler of Mesopotamia. On the sky which he 
had fashioned he set up constellations of stars to determine, by 
their rising and setting, the year, the months, and the days. 
The "station’ of the planet Jupiter was established to make 
known the "duties’ of the days, when each had to appear: 

To make known their obligations, 
that none might do wrong or be remiss. 

He also set on heaven two bands known as "the ways’ of 
Enlil and Ea. On both sides of the sky, where the sun comes 
out in the morning and leaves in the evening, Marduk made 
gates and secured them with strong locks. In the midst of the 
sky he fixed the zenith, and he made the moon shine forth and 
gave it its orders. 

He bade the moon come forth; entrusted night to her; 

Made her a creature of the dark, to measure time; 

And every month, unfailingly, adorned her with a crown. 
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<At the beginning of the month, when rising over the land. 

Thy shining horns six days shall measure; 

On the seventh day let half (thy) crown (appear). 

At full moon thou shalt face the sun. 

(But) when the sun starts gaining on thee in the depth 
of heaven. 

Decrease thy radiance, reverse its growth.’ 

The text goes on with still more detailed orders. 

Many further innovations introduced by the energetic 
young ruler are lost in a large lacuna which breaks the text at 
this point. When the text becomes readable again, Marduk - 
seemingly in response to a plea from them - is occupied with 
plans for relieving the gods of all toilsome menial tasks and 
for organizing them into two great groups: 

Arteries I will knot and bring bones into being. 

I will create Lullu, *man be his name, 

I will form Lullu, man. 

Let him be burdened with the toil of the gods, 
that they may freely breathe. 

Next, I will dispose of the ways of gods; 

Verily - they are clustered like a ball, 

I shall make them distinct. 

Distinct, that is, in two groups. Following a suggestion of his 
father, Ea, Marduk then calls the gods to assembly; and in the 
assembly he asks them, now functioning as a court, to state 
who it was who was responsible for the attack, who stirred up 
TPamat. And the assembly indicts Kingu. So Kingu is bound 
and executed, and from his blood mankind is created under 
Ea’s direction. 

They bound him, held him before Ea, 

Condemned him, severed his arteries. 

And from his blood they formed mankind. 

Ea then toil imposed on man, and set gods free. 

The exceeding skill which went to fashion man commands the 
admiration of our poet. 

That work was not meet for (human) understanding. 

(Acting) on Marduk’s ingenious suggestions Ea created. 







Thereupon Marduk divided the gods and assigned them to 
Anu, to abide by Anu’s instructions. Three hundred he sta¬ 
tioned in heaven to do guard duty, and another three hundred 
were given tasks on earth. Thus the divine forces were orga¬ 
nized and assigned to their appropriate tasks throughout the 
universe. 

The gods are truly grateful for Marduk’s efforts. To express 
their gratitude, they take pick in hand for the last time and 
build him a city and temple with throne daises for each of the 
gods to use when they meet there for assembly. The first 
assembly is held on the occasion of the dedication of the 
temple. As usual, the gods first sit down to a banquet. There* 
upon matters of state are discussed and decided, and then, 
when the current business has been disposed of, Anu rises to 
confirm Marduk’s position as king. He determines the eternal 
status of Marduk’s weapon, the bow; he determines the status 
of his throne; and, finally, he calls upon the assembled gods to 
confirm and determine Marduk’s own status, his functions in 
the universe, by recounting his fifty names, each expressiqj 
one aspect of his being, each defining one of his function*! 
With the catalogue of these names the poem comes to an end. 
The names summarize what Marduk is and what he signifief: 
the final victory over chaos and the establishing of the ordered! 
organized universe, the cosmic state of the Mesopotamians^ 

With Enuma elish we have reached a phase of Mesopotamia! 
civilization in which the ancient world view which had formal 
the subconscious, intuitively accepted framework for all indi¬ 
vidual speculations begins itself to become a theme of con¬ 
scious inquiry. Whereas the older myths answered questiofl| 
concerning origins, order, and evaluation of details, Enuma 
elish answers questions concerning fundamentals. It deals with 
the origin and the order of the universe as a whole. It deals* 
however, only with origin and order, not with evaluation. The 
fundamental question of evaluation concerns the justice of the 
world order. This question was taken up, but not mythologifl 
cally. The answers given will form the subject of chapter vii| 
which deals with ‘the good life’. Before that, however, we 
should consider the reflection of the Mesopotamian view of 
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florid order in social and political life. We turn to the function 
0 f the state. 
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CHAPTER VI 

Mesopotamia: The Function of the State 

The first subject with which we are to deal is ‘the function 
of the state’, that is, the particular function which the human 
state in Mesopotamia was thought to fulfil in the function* 
of the universe as a whole. Before we go any further, howeve^ 
it will be well to consider our modern term ‘state’, lest it trip 
us up when we apply it to ancient Mesopotamian concept 
When we speak of a state, we usually imply inner sovereign^ 
and independence of all external control. Moreover, we thi*J 
of a state as dominating a specific territory, and we see as its 
chief aim the protection of its members and the furthering of 
their well-being. 

Now in the Mesopotamian view of the world, these attri¬ 
butes do not - indeed, cannot - belong to any human organi¬ 
zation. The only truly sovereign state, independent of all ex¬ 
ternal control, is the state which the universe itself constitutd|| 
the state governed by the assembly of the gods. This state, 
moreover, is the state which dominates the territory of Meso¬ 
potamia ; the gods own the land, the big estates, in the coun¬ 
try. Lastly, since man was created especially for the benefit of 
the gods, his purpose is to serve the gods. Therefore no 
human institution can have its primary aim in the welfare of 
its own human members; it must seek primarily the welfare of 
the gods. 

But if our term ‘state’ thus rightly applies only to the state 
which the Mesopotamian universe constituted, what, then, we 
may ask, are the political units on the human level which we 
find throughout Mesopotamian history and which historian^ 
call city-states and nations? The answer would seem to be that 
they are secondary power-structures within' the true state. 
The so-called ‘city-state’ is a private organization and has a 
primarily economic purpose; it is the manor, the estate, of 
some great god. The national state also is a secondary pow# 
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llructure, but it has a political function; it may be considered 
^ extension of the executive organs of the world state, a 
fclicfi force. 

Having thus defined in general the entities with which we 
dealing, we may consider in more detail the function they 
yjil in the universe, in the cosmic state. 

THE MESOPOTAMIAN CITY-STATE 

Pbroughout the third millennium b.c. Mesopotamia was made 
pp of small political units, the so-called ‘city-states’. Each such 
Itate consisted of a city with its surrounding territory, culti¬ 
vated by the people of the city. Sometimes a city-state included 
fiore than one city. There might be two or three towns and a 
lumber of villages which were dependent on and administered 
by the chief city. From time to time conquerors arose who 
ucceeded in uniting most of the city-states into a single large 
lational state under their rule; but these national states usually 
fested for a relatively short time, after which the country 
fcrould divide into city-states again. 

Central in the city-state was the city, and central in the city 
fwas the temple of the city god. The temple of the city god was 
psually the greatest landowner in the state, and it cultivated 
Its extensive holdings by means of serfs and sharecroppers. 
Pther temples belonging to the city god’s spouse, to their 
divine children, and to deities associated with the chief god 
Jimilarly had large land holdings, so that it has been estimated 
(that around the middle of the third millennium b.c. most of 
(the lands of a Mesopotamian city-state were temple lands. The 
larger part of the inhabitants were accordingly earning their 
livelihood as sharecroppers, serfs, or servants of the gods. 

In this situation lie the economic and political realities ex¬ 
pressed in the Mesopotamian myths which state that man was 
treated to relieve the gods of toil, to work on the gods’ estates. 
For the Mesopotamian city-state was an estate, or rather - like 
the medieval manor with which we have compared it - it had 
an estate as basis. That basic estate, the main temple with its 
fands, was owned and run by the city god, who himself gave 
all important orders. 
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To carry out these orders the city god had at his dispogj 
large staff of divine and human servants. The human servS^ 
worked in the house and in the fields and were organ^Sl 
accordingly. The divine servants, minor gods, served as^^* 
seers of the work. Each such minor god had his own spedd 
province in the running of the estate; and here he infuse^ 
divine powers into the labour of his human underlings, so th* 
it prospered and bore fruit. * 

We are particularly well informed 1 about the organizatjta 
of the main temple in the city-state of Lagash, which belonged 
to a god by the name of Ningirsu. This temple may therefor 
serve as an example. 

There are, first, the divine servants of Ningirsu, minor gods 
who belong to his family and entourage. They fall into two 
groups: some have their tasks in the manor house, the temple 
itself; others work on the temple lands, in the fields. 

Among the gods who are busy in the manor house we find 
the son of the owner, the god Igalimma, who is doorkeep<Jat 
the Holy of Holies and admits visitors who seek audience with 
Ningirsu. Another son of Ningirsu, Dunshagana, is the chief 
butler. He supervises the preparation and serving of food and 
drink, keeps an eye on the temple breweries, and sees to it that 
the shepherds deliver lambs and milk products for the god’s 
table. Next come two armourers, who take care of Ningirsu’s 
weapons and follow him as armour-bearers in battie. In more 
peaceful pursuits Ningirsu has the support of a divine counsel¬ 
lor, who discusses the needs of his city with him. His persocit 
needs are cared for by a body-servant, the god Shakanshab*| 
who runs errands for Ningirsu, and by his divine chamberlaiH- 
Urizi, who has charge of the god’s dwelling-quarters, sees to 
it that the god’s bed is well and properly made every nighty 
etc. In the stables of the manor we find the coachman, Ensig- 
nun, Ningirsu’s charioteer, who cares for the god’s donkey# 
and his chariot. Here is also Enlulim, the divine goatherd, who 
cares for the flocks of the temple and sees to it that there is 
plenty of milk and butter. 

Returning to the dwelling-quarters, we note Ningirsu’s mu¬ 
sician, who is in charge of the musical instruments and whcs# 
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k it is to fill the court with joy when he plays. There is also 
' drummer. He performs chiefly when Ningirsu is disturbed 
upset; then the deep beat of the drum will help to soothe 
fce god’s heart and to still his tears. Ningirsu has seven 
laughters by his wife Baba. They act as ladies-in-waiting at 
|iis court. 

Outside the manor house, in the fields, lie the duties of the 

! od Gishbare, the bailiff of Ningirsu, who is charged with 
laking the fields yield, causing the water to rise in the canals, 
ad fillin g the temple granaries. Here also is the divine inspec- 
>r of fisheries, who stocks the ponds with fish, looks after the 
feed thickets, and sends in his reports to Ningirsu. The wild 
life on the estate is in the care of a divine gamekeeper or 
(forester, who is to see that the birds lay their eggs in peace and 
Ithat the young of birds and beasts grow up unmolested. 

A divine sheriff, finally, enforces the ordinances in the 
(town, keeping watch on its walls and patrolling it, club in 
band. 

While these divine overseers bless the tasks performed on 
blingirsu’s estate, the actual menial labour is done by humans. 
These human toilers, whether sharecroppers, serfs, or temple 
servants, shepherds, brewers, or cooks, were organi2ed in 
groups under human overseers in a hierarchy which culmi¬ 
nated in the highest human servant of the god, the ensi, mana¬ 
ger of the god’s estate and manager of his city-state. 

We call the ensi ‘manager’ of the god’s estate; and his posi¬ 
tion vis-a-vis the god was actually closely parallel to that of an 
estate manager, a steward, vis-a-vis the owner. A steward 
appointed to manage an estate is expected, first of all, to up¬ 
hold and carry on the established order of that estate; second¬ 
ly, he is to execute such specific commands as the owner may 
see fit to give with respect to changes, innovations, or ways to 
deal with unexpected situations. Quite similarly, the ensi was 
expected to uphold the established order of the god’s temple 
and city in general, and he was expected to consult the god and 
carry out any specific orders which the god might wish to give. 

To the first part of the ensi 9 s task belonged the administra¬ 
tion of the temple and its estate. He was in complete charge of 
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all agricultural tasks, of temple forests, and temple fisheries, of 
the spinneries, looms, mills, breweries, bakeries, kitchens, etc. 
which formed part of the temple manor. Minute account 
were kept of all these activities by a corps of scribes, and these 
accounts were submitted to and approved by him. As he 
managed the temple of the city god, so his wife managed the 
temple and estate of the divine spouse of the city god, and his 
children managed the temples of the children of the city god. 

In addition to these tasks, the ensi was responsible for law 
and order in the state and was to see to it that everybody was 
justly treated. Thus we hear about one ensi that he ‘contracted 
with the god Ningirsu that he would not deliver up the orphan 
and the widow to the powerful man \ 2 The ensi, therefore, was 
the highest judicial authority. But he had other duties also: he 
was commander-in-chief of the army of the city-state, he nego¬ 
tiated for his lord the god with ensi's representing the gods of 
other city-states, and he made war and peace. 

With these last functions we touch on the other aspect of 
the ensi 9 s task, that of executing the specific commands of the 
god; for war and peace involved decisions which went beyond 
the normal order, decisions which could be made only by the 
god himself. Among other questions which the city-god him¬ 
self must decide was whether to rebuild the main temple. 

To ascertain the will of his master, the ensi commanded 
several approaches. He might receive an order through the 
occurrence of something unusual and portentous in nature, an 
omen whose significance the priests could interpret from long 
catalogues in which such omens and their meanings were 
listed, fie might, however, also seek answer to a definite ques¬ 
tion by sacrificing an animal to the god and reading the god’s 
message in the shape of the liver of the sacrificial animal. If the 
answer was not clear at first, he could repeat the process. Still 
another way of communicating with the god, the most direct 
one, was through dreams. The ensi would go to the temple 
at night, sacrifice, pray, and lie down to sleep. In dreams the 
god might then appear to him and give him his orders. 

We possess several detailed accounts of how such orders 
were transmitted from the god to his human steward. An 
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example is an order from the god Ningirsu to his steward 
Gudea, ensi of Lagash . 3 This order concerned the rebuilding of 
Ningirsu’s temple, Eninnu. Gudea first noticed that something 
was amiss when the river Tigris, which Ningirsu controlled, 
failed to rise as usual and flood the fields. Gudea immediately 
betook himself to the temple, and there he had a dream. In the 
dream he saw a gigantic man with a divine crown, with wings 
like a great bird, and with a body wl*ich ended below in a 
floodwave. To the right and left of this man lions were lying. 
The man commanded Gudea to build his temple. Then day 
broke on the horizon. Next, a woman emerged and proceeded 
to raze a building plot. In her hand was a stylus of gold and 
a clay tablet on which constellations of stars were set down; 
these she studied. Then came a warrior who held a tablet of 
lapis lazuli upon which he sketched the plan of a house. Before 
Gudea stood a brick mould and a basket; bird-men unceasingly 
poured water into a trough; and a male donkey to the right of 
the god was impatiently pawing the ground. 

Though Gudea realized the general purport of this dream, 
that he was to rebuild Ningirsu’s temple, the meanings of the 
details were not clear to him at all. He therefore decided to 
consult the goddess Nanshe, who lived in a smaller town in 
his realm and was especially apt at interpreting dreams. The 
journey took time, for he stopped at every temple on the way 
to pray for help and support. Finally he arrived, however, and 
went straight to the goddess to place his problem before her. 
She was ready with an answer (how it was conveyed we are 
not told; all we have is the answer itself): the man with the 
crown and the wings was Ningirsu commanding Gudea to 
rebuild his temple Eninnu. The daylight was Gudea’s personal 
god, who would be active all over the world, bringing success 
to the trade expeditions which Gudea would send out to get 
building materials for the temple. The goddess who studied 
the tablet with the stars was determining the particular star 
under which it would be propitious to rebuild the temple. The 
plan the god was drawing was that of the temple. Brick mould 
and basket were the brick mould and basket for the sacred 
bricks of the temple; the bird-men working incessantly signi- 



BEFORE PHILOSOPHY 


206 

fled that Gudea would permit himself no sleep before he car¬ 
ried out his task; and the impatient donkey pawing the ground 
symbolized the ensi himself, impatient to begin the work. 

But the command 'had not yet been made specific. What 
kind of temple did Ningirsu want? What should it contain? 
Nanshe advised Gudea to seek further information from the 
god. He was to build a new war chariot for Ningirsu, furnish 
it lavishly, and bring it in to the god to the sound of drums. 
Then Ningirsu, ‘who delights in gifts’, would heed Gudea^ 
prayers and tell him exactly how the temple should be built 
Gudea followed this advice, and, after spending several nights 
in the temple without result, he finally saw Ningirsu, who told 
in detail what units the new temple must contain. 

Gudea awoke, he had been sleeping; he shook himself, it was a dream. 

In acceptance, he bowed his head to the commands of Ningirsu. 

Now Gudea could go ahead. He called his people together 
told them of the divine command, assigned levies to the build¬ 
ing operations, sent out trade expeditions, etc. Now he had 
his orders, knew what he was to do. 

We have here described a divine order to undertake the 
building of a temple. But in similar manner, by direct divine 
command, originated all significant undertakings. The god 
commanded the undertaking of a war, the conclusion of a 
peace, the introduction of new laws and customs to regulat* 
the community. 

The role of the city-state within that larger state which the 
universe constitutes is thus reasonably clear. It is a private 
institution with a function which is mainly economic. It be¬ 
longs to and is headed by a private citizen of the cosmic state, 
one of the great gods; it is his manor. As a manor, it provide! 
the god with the essentials of life: food, clothing, and shelter# 
It provides these in such abundance that the god can live the 
life which befits him, the life of a nobleman surrounded by 
servants, attendants, and material wealth. Thus he is allowed 
free and unhindered self-expression. 

Now each great god is, as we have seen, the power in and 
behind some great force of nature - the sky, the storm, or 
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whatever it may be. By upholding a great god, by providing 
the economic basis which permits that god to enjoy full and 
free self-expression, the city-state is upholding some great 
power of the universe and assuring its freedom to function as 
it should. And this is the function of the human city-state 
within the cosmos. In this manner it contributes to maintain¬ 
ing and perpetuating the ordered cosmos and its powers. 

THE MESOPOTAMIAN NATIONAL STATE 

Different in function from the city-state, active on the political 
rather than on the economic plane, was the national state in 
Mesopotamia. Both city-state and national state were power- 
structures which rose ultimately above the purely human level; 
each had its .apex in a great god. But, whereas the lines of the 
city-state focused on a great god in his capacity as a private 
citizen of the cosmic state, the lines of the national state focused 
on a great god in his capacity as an official of the cosmic state. 
The national state thus became an extension of a govern¬ 
mental organ of the only true and sovereign state. 

The ruling body in the cosmic state is, as will be remem¬ 
bered, the assembly of the gods. Here Anu acts as leader of the 
debate, while Enlil represents the executive powers as sheriff 
and commander of the armed forces. However, though Enlil 
typifies the element of force in the world government, he is 
not its only representative. The assembly may choose any one 
of its members to maintain internal order and to lead the 
armed forces, proclaiming him king. The god chosen king 
then exercises these functions among the gods, while he acts 
on earth through his human steward, the ruler of his city- 
state. That human steward accordingly dominates the other 
rulers in Mesopotamia and through them their city-states. For 
example, the period around the middle of the second millen¬ 
nium b.c., when the city-states of Inanna, namely, Kish and 
Agade, successively held sway in Mesopotamia, was the 
‘period of reign’ of Inanna. Later on, when Ur dominated, its 
god Nanna held office as king among the gods. 

So strong, however, were the ties linking Enlil to these 
executive functions that the kingship was often referred to 
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directly as ‘the Enlil functions’, and the god who held this 
office was thought of as acting under EnliPs guidance. 

The functions of kingship were twofold: to punish evil¬ 
doers and uphold law and order internally and to conduct 
foreign wars and protect Mesopotamia externally. Two ex¬ 
amples may serve to clarify the theory. 

When Hammurabi, after thirty years as ruler of the small 
city-state of Babylon, succeeded in subjugating all of southern 
Mesopotamia, his success meant - in cosmic terms - that Mar- 
duk, the city-god of Babylon, had been chosen by the divine 
assembly, acting through its leaders Anu and Enlil, to adminis¬ 
ter the Enlil functions. Correspondingly, Marduk’s human 
steward, Hammurabi, had been entrusted with the administra¬ 
tion of these functions on earth. Hammurabi tells about it as 
follows: 

When lofty Anu, king of the Anunnaki, and Enlil, lord of heaven 
and earth, 

who determine the destinies of the country, appointed Marduk, 
the firstborn 

son of Enki, to execute the Enlil functions over the totality of the 
people, made him great among the Igigi, called Babylon by its 
exalted name, made it 

surpassingly great) in the world, and firmly established for him 
in its 

midst an enduring kingship whose foundations are (as) firmly 
grounded as 

(those of) heaven and earth — then did Anu and Enlil call me to 
afford well-being to the people, 

me, Hammurabi, the obedient, godfearing prince, to cause right¬ 
eousness to appear in the land, 

to destroy the evil and the wicked, that the strong harm not the 
weak 

and that I rise like the sun over the black-headed people, lighting 
up the land. 4 

Marduk, as we see from this passage, is to act as executive 
for Enlil, Hammurabi for Marduk. Since the passage is taken 
from the introduction to Hammurabi’s law code, it is only 
natural that those of the Enlil functions which have reference 
to the maintaining of law and order are especially stressed. 

Before the Enlil functions passed to Marduk and Babylon^ 
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they were held by the city of Isin and by its goddess Ninin- 
sina. We may quote from a text in which the goddess herself 
tells about her duties; she stresses her function as leader of 
foreign wars: 

When the heart of the great mountain Enlil has become turbulent, 

when he has knit his brows against a foreign land and determined 
the fate of a rebellious country, 

then my father Enlil sends me to the rebellious country against 
which he has knit his brows, 

and I, woman and hero, I, the mighty warrior, I go against it I s 

She continues with a description of the punishment which her 
armed might indicts upon the foreign land and tells how she 
reports back to Enlil in Nippur. 

Since the human steward acts for the city-god, even when 
the city-god has been chosen king and exercises the Enlil func¬ 
tions, the appointment of the human steward also is in such 
a case no longer a private affair of the city-god’s; it needs 
confirmation from the divine assembly. Accordingly, we hear 
how, when Nanna, the god of Ur, became king of the gods, he 
had to travel to Nippur to seek office for his steward, Shulgi. 
In Nippur, Nanna is received in audience before Enlil, and 
his proposal is accepted. Says Enlil: 

Let my shepherd, Shulgi, cause pain to rebellious countries; 
let commands of righteousness be in his mouth (?). 6 

He mentions the two outstanding aspects of the office: leader¬ 
ship in war and the upholding of justice. Then Nanna brings 
back to his human protege the glad tidings that his candidacy 
has been accepted. 

A more complete ancf detailed description of such confirma¬ 
tion of an appointment is contained in a petition of the ruler 
Ishme-Dagan of Isin. He asks first that Enlil give him lordship 
in north and south and that Anu, at Enb'l’s suggestion, give 
him ‘all shepherd staves’. Then each of the other great gods is 
besought to add some feature, to help in a particular way. 
When thus the appointment and its powers have been fully 
outlined, the king asks:. 
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May Enki, Ninki, Enul, Ninul, and those of the Anunnaki who 
are fate-determining lords, 

(as also) the spirits of Nippur, (and) the genii of Ekur, among 
the great gods 

speak concerning the destiny which they have determined, their 
immutable ‘Let it be.’ 7 

That is, may the assembly of the gods confirm the appoint* 
ment by their assenting votes. 

The fact that the Mesopotamian universe was conceived of 
as a state - that the gods who owned and ruled the various 
city-states were bound together in a higher unity, the assembly 
of the gods, which possessed executive organs for exerting 
outward pressure as well as for enforcing law and order inter¬ 
nally - had far-reaching consequences for Mesopotamian his¬ 
tory and for the ways in which historical events were viewed 
and interpreted. It vastly strengthened tendencies toward poli¬ 
tical unification of the country by sanctioning even the most 
violent of means used toward that end. For any conqueror, if 
he was successful, was recognized as the agent of Enlil. It 
also provided - even at times when national unity was at a low 
ebb and the many city-states were, Tor all practical purpose** 
independent units - a background on which international law 
could work. We see, already at the dawn of history, that a 
boundary dispute between the neighbouring city-states Lagash 
and Umma was viewed as a dispute between two divine land- 
owners, Ningirsu, the god of Lagash, and Shara, the god of 
Umma. As such it could be taken to court and adjudicated by 
Enlil in Nippur. Enlil implemented his decision through the 
ruler who was then his human representative, Mesilim, king 
of Kish. Mesilim measured the disputed territory and marked 
the boundary line which Enlil had designated . 8 

In a similar manner other ‘kings’ throughout Mesopcnjj 
tamian history acted as mediators and judges in disputes bej 
tween city-states, fulfilling their tasks as Enlil’s representative^ 
Thus Utuhegal of Uruk, after he had freed and united ShumerJ 
settled boundary disputes between Lagash and Ur . 9 Again* 
Urnammu, the first king of the Third Dynasty of Ur, brought 
a similar dispute before the judge of the gods, the sun-go<| 
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Utu, and fin accordance with the righteous verdict of Utu he 
had the underlying facts cleared up and confirmed (by 
witnesses )’. 10 

This tendency to view what was, in purely human terms, a 
naked conflict of force as a legal procedure in the state of the 
gods, as an execution of a divine verdict, appears in full light 
in an inscription in which Utuhegal tells how he liberated Shu- 
mer from its Gutian oppressors . 11 After an introduction stat¬ 
ing the misrule which the Gutians had instituted, Utuhegal 
tells how Enlil gave a verdict deposing them. Then follows 
Enlil’s commission to Utuhegal, a divine deputy is assigned to 
him to accompany him and authorize his action as that of a 
legally empowered agent. And, finally, we hear about his cam¬ 
paign and victory. 

The function which the national state performed as exten¬ 
sion of the executive organs of the cosmic state was important 
but not indispensable. There had been a time when the king- 
ship rested in heaven before Anu and had not yet descended to 
earth, and there were times in history when the gods appointed 
no human king on earth. Still the universe continued in its 
course. And, just as the national kingship itself was not indis¬ 
pensable, so was any particular incumbent of this office still 
less indispensable. From time to time the god and city that 
exercised the kingship were judged unfit for the function, if 
only for the reason that the divine assembly desired a change. 
Then the city ‘was smitten with weapons’, and the kingship 
was either conferred on another god and city or held in 
abeyance. 

When such momentous events were shaping the royal city 
began to feel its grip slipping, its functioning becoming ineffi¬ 
cient. All omens and signs became confused, the gods gave no 
clear answers to man’s questions, no orders were transmitted, 
sinister portents appeared, and with fear and foreboding man 
awaited the catastrophe. 

The gods of the doomed city suffered with it. We know, for 
instance, the feeling which gripped Ningal, goddess of Ur, in 
the days when the fall of that city was approaching, when a 
coming assembly of the gods would decide that the kingship 
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which Ur had held should pass away from it and the city 
should perish in Enlil’s terrible storm. The goddess herself 
tells about those days: 

When I was grieving for that day of storm, 

that day of storm, destined for me, laid upon me, heavy with tears, 
that day of storm, destined for me, laid upon me, heavy with tears, 
on me, a woman - 

though I was trembling for that day of storm, 

that day of storm, destined for me, laid upon me, heavy with tears, 

that cruel day of storm destined for me - 

I could not flee before that day’s fatality. 

And of a sudden I espied no happy days within my reign, 
no happy days within my reign. 

Though I would tremble for that night, 
that night of cruel weeping destined for me, 

I could not flee before that night’s fatality. 

Dread of the storm’s floodlike destruction weighed on me, 

and of a sudden on my couch at night, 

upon my couch at night no dreams were granted me. 

And of a sudden on my couch oblivion, 
upon my couch oblivion was not granted. 

Because (this) bitter weeping had been destined for my land, 
and I could not, even if I scoured the earth - a cow seeking her calf - 
have brought my people back, 

because (this) bitter sorrow had been destined for my city, 
even if I, birdlike, had stretched my wings, 
and, like a bird, flown to my city, 

yet my city would have been destroyed on its foundation, 
yet Ur would have perished where it lay. 

Because that day of storm had raised its hand, 
and even had I screamed out loud and cried: 

'Turn back, O day of storm, (turn) to (thy) desert,* 

the breast of that storm would not have been lifted from me. 1 * 

Though Ningal knows that it is hopeless, that the minds of the 
gods are made up, she does her utmost to sway the assemblj 
when the fateful verdict is given, first imploring the leader* 
Anu and Enlil, then, when that has failed, even making a last 
attempt in the assembly itself - all to no avail. 

Then verily, to the assembly, where the crowd had not yet risen, 
while the Anunnaki, binding themselves (to uphold the decision), 
were still seated, 

I dragged my feet and I stretched out mv arms. 


In truth, I shed my tears in front of Anu. 

In truth, myself I mourned in front of Enlil: 

‘May not my city be destroyed ?’ I said indeed to them. 

‘May Ur not be destroyed ?’ I said indeed to them. 

‘And may its people not be killed ?* I said indeed to them. 

But Anu never bent towards those words, 
and Enlil never with an, ‘It is pleasing, let it be,* 
did soothe my heart. 

(Behold,) they gave instruction that the city be destroyed, 

(behold,) they gave instruction that Ur be destroyed, 
and as its destiny decreed that its inhabitants be killed. 18 

And so Ur goes down before the onslaught of barbarians. The 
gods have decided - as another hymn says of this event: 

To bring on other days, annihilate the plan 
and - while the storms foamed like a flood - 
subvert the ways of Shumer. 14 

We quote these lines because they sum up what was involved 
in the national kingship. The national kingship was the guaran¬ 
tee of ‘the ways of Shumer’ (that is the ways of civilized 
Mesopotamia), the orderly, lawful pattern of life. Its function 
in the world was to give protection against enemies external 
and internal, to ensure the reign of justice and righteousness in 
human affairs. 

THE STATE AND NATURE 

With this discussion of the city-state and the national state we 
have outlined the function of the human state in general in the 
Mesopotamian universe. The city-state had an economic func¬ 
tion. It provided a great god and his entourage with the econo¬ 
mic basis which would enable him to live a full life, to realize 
his nature unhindered. The national state had a political func¬ 
tion. It was an extension of the executive organs of the state of 
the universe and enforced on the human level the gods’ deci¬ 
sions, ensuring armed protection of their estates, upholding 
justice and righteousness as a basis for the intercourse of their 
servants, men. 

Yet we should not leave our subject, the function of the 
state, without calling attention to a curious and interesting 
aspect which somehow fails to stand out when the human state 
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is seen from the viewpoint of the universal state. That aspects 
the relation of the human state to nature. 

We have mentioned that the city-state furnishes the econo¬ 
mic background which permitted the gods to live a full life in 
unhindered self-expression. This self-expression differed for 
the different gods; each had his own particular mode of lifo 
his own characteristic observances and rites. This is apparent 
in the great cult festivals, which sometimes centre in a marriage 
rite, sometimes in a battle drama, and sometimes in a death and 
revival drama. These cult festivals were matters of state; fre¬ 
quently the king or the ruler of the city-state performed the 
chief role in the cult drama. But why should they be matters of 
state? 

We may consider one of these cult festivals in some detaiL 
Around the end of the third millennium the city of Isin, which 
was then the ruling city in southern Mesopotamia, celebrated! 
yearly the marriage of the goddess Inanna to the god Dumuzi 
or Tammuz. It is understandable that a marriage should be 
a typical form of self-expression for the youthful goddess, and 
- in the view of the universe as a state - it is only logical that 
her human servants and retainers should officiate at the wed¬ 
ding and take part in the celebration as guests and spectator^ 
Since the goddess is an incarnation of the fertility of nature, 
and her husband, the shepherd-god Dumuzi, incarnates the 
creative powers of spring, it is understandable that this annual 
union of god and goddess signifies and is the reawakening 
nature in spring. In the marriage of these deities the fertJlijj 
and the creative powers of nature themselves become mani¬ 
fest. But why, we may ask, should human servants of the godiflj 
the human ruler and - so it seems - a priestess, transcend thqvl 
human status, take on the identity of the deities Dumuzi and 
Inanna, and go through their marriage? For this is what took 
place in the rites. The answer to that question lies back beyon^ 
the times when the view of the world as a state took form, badfe 
in a remote prehistoric age when the gods were not yet anthro* 
pomorphic rulers of states and cities but were still directly the 
phenomena of nature. In those days man’s attitude was not 
merely one of passive obedience; it called for active intervene 
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tion, as it does among many primitives today. It is one of the 
tenets of mythopoeic logic that similarity and identity merge; 
‘to be like’ is as good as e to be’. Therefore, by being like, by 
enacting the role of, a force in nature, a god, man could in the 
cult enter into and clothe himself with the identity of these 
powers, with the identity of the gods, and through his own 
actions, when thus identified, cause the powers involved to act 
as he would have them act. By identifying himself with Du¬ 
muzi, the king is Dumuzi; and similarly the priestess is Inanna 
- our texts clearly state this. Their marriage is the marriage of 
the creative powers of spring. Thus through a willed act of 
man is achieved a divine union wherein is the all-pervading, 
life-giving re-creative potency upon which depends, as our 
texts tell us, ‘the life of all lands’ and also the steady flow of 
days, the renewal of the new moon throughout the new year . 16 

As in this marriage rite, so also with the other types of cult 
festivals. In the death and revival drama man becomes the god 
of vegetation, the god of the grass and plants which have dis¬ 
appeared over the dry summer and the cold winter. Having 
become the god, man lets himself be found and thus causes the 
return of the god, of the new vegetation that springs up every¬ 
where when spring comes. These rites usually comprise wail¬ 
ing processions lamenting the god who has been lost, a search 
for the god, finding him, and the triumphant return with him . 16 

This same approach underlies the battle drama. Each new 
year, when floods threatened to bring back the primeval 
watery chaos, it was of the essence that the gods should fight 
again that primeval battle in which the world was first won. 
And so man took on the identity of a god: in the cult rite the 
king became Enlil or Marduk or Assur, and as the god he 
fought the powers of chaos. To the very end of Mesopotamian 
civilization, a few centuries before our era, the king, every new 
year in Babylon, took on the identity of Marduk and van¬ 
quished Kingu, leader of TPamat’s host, by burning a lamb in 
which that deity was incarnate . 17 

In these festivals, which were state festivals, the human state 
contributed to the control of nature, to the upholding of the 
orderly cosmos. In the rites man secured the revival of nature 
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in spring, won the cosmic battle against chaos, and created the 
orderly world each year anew out of chaos. 

Though these functions of the human state have been inte¬ 
grated to some degree with the view of the universe as a state 
though the festivals are seen as the activities, the self-expr<3| 
sion, of a divine nobility - the marriages of the gods, their 
battles, their death and revival - in which humans take part as 
servants will in the great events of their masters’ lives, yet the 
deeper significance, the inner sense of these festivals, lies out¬ 
side of and is not truly founded in the view of the universe as 
a state. It should therefore not cause wonder that they cannot 
stand out in true perspective in a presentation of that view* 
they represent an older layer of ‘speculative thought’. 

According to the view of the world as a state, man is the 
slave of the great cosmic forces; he serves them and obeys 
them; and his only means of influencing them is by prayer and 
sacrifice, that is, by persuasion and gifts. According to the 
older view which created the festivals, man could himself be¬ 
come god, could enter into the identity of the great cosmic 
forces in the universe which surrounded him, and could thus 
sway it by action, not merely by supplication. 
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CHAPTER VII 


Mesopotamia : The Good Life 

THE PRIME VIRTUE: OBEDIENCE 

A civilization which sees the whole universe as a state, obedi¬ 
ence must necessarily stand out as a prime virtue. For a state is 
built on obedience, on the unquestioned acceptance of author¬ 
ity It can cause no wonder, therefore, to find that in Mesopo¬ 
tamia the ‘good, life’ was the ‘obedient life’. The individual 
stood at the centre of ever wider circles of authority which 
delimited his freedom of action. The nearest and smallest of 
these circles was constituted by authorities in his own family: 
father and mother, older brother and older sister. We possess 
a hymn which describes a coming golden age, and we find that 
age characterized as one of obedience, as 

Days when one man is not insolent to another, when a son 
reveres his father, 

days when respect is shown in the land, when the lowly honour 
the great, 

when the younger brother ... respects (?) his older brother, 
when the older child instructs the younger child and he (i.e., 
the younger) abides by his decisions. 1 

The Mesopotamian is constantly admonished: ‘Pay heed to the 
word of thy mother as to the word of thy god’; ‘Revere thy 
older brother’; ‘Pay heed to the word of thy older brother as 
to the word of thy father’; ‘Anger not the heart of thy older 

sister’. . 

But obedience to the older members of one’s family is 
merely a beginning. Beyond the family lie other circles, other 
authorities: the state and society. There is the foreman where 
one works; there is the bailiff who oversees agricultural works 
in which one takes part; there is the king. All these can and must 
claim absolute obedience. The Mesopotamian looked with dis¬ 
approval and pity, but also with fear, on the crowd which had 
no leader: ‘Soldiers without a king are sheep without their 
shepherd’. 2 
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A crowd with no leader to organize and direct it is lost 
bewildered, like a flock of sheep without a shepherd. It i s 
dangerous, however; it can be destructive, like waters whicjj 
break the dams that hold them and submerge fields and garden* 
*if the canal inspector is not there to keep the dams in repaid 
‘Workmen without a foreman are waters without a canal 
inspector’. 3 

Finally, a leaderless, unorganized crowd is useless and ua, 
productive, like a field which brings forth nothing if it is not 
ploughed: ‘Peasants without a bailiff are a field without a 
ploughman.’ 4 

Hence an orderly world is unthinkable without a superior 
authority to impose his will. The Mesopotamian feels con¬ 
vinced that authorities are always right: ‘The command of the 
palace, like the command of Anu, cannot be altered. The king’s 
word is right; his utterance, like that of a god, cannot be 
changed I’ 5 And, as there are circles of human authority in 
family, society, and state, to circumscribe the freedom ofthe 
individual, so there are circles of divine authority which may 
not be trespassed upon. Here again we find more immediate 
and more remote ties of allegiance. For the ties of the indivi¬ 
dual to the great gods were - at least in the third millennium- 
of a somewhat remote character. He served them as a member 
of his community rather than as an individual; he worked their 
estates for them, with his neighbours and compatriot* he 
obeyed their laws and decrees, and he took part in their yearly 
festivals as a spectator. But, just as the serf rarely has intimate 
personal relations with the lord of the manor, so the individual 
in Mesopotamia looked upon the great gods as remote forces 
to whom he could appeal only in some great crisis and then 
only through intermediaries. Close and personal relations - re¬ 
lations such as he had to the authorities in his family: father, 
mother, older brother and sister - the individual had only to 


one deity, to his personal god. 

The personal god was usually some minor deity in the 
pantheon who took a special interest in a man’s family or had 
taken a fancy to the man himself. In a sense, and probably this 
is the original aspect, the personal god appears as the person!- 
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f lotion of a man’s luck and success. Success is interpreted as 
^outside power which infuses itself into a man’s doings and 
l^akes them produce results. It is not man’s own ability which 
Kings results, for man is weak and has no power to influence 
course of the universe to any appreciable degree. Only a 
jUd can do that; therefore, if things come out as man has 
loped, or even better, it must needs be that some god has taken 
K interest in him and his doings and brought him success. He 
lias, to use the Mesopotamian expression for success, ‘acquired 
a god’. This original aspect of the personal god as the power be- 
|nnd a man’s success stands out quite clearly in such sayings as 

Without a (personal) god man cannot make his living, 
the young man cannot move his arm heroically in battle , 8 

^nd in the way the personal god is lined with forethought and 

planning: 

When thou dost plan ahead, thy god is thine; 

when thou dost not plan ahead, thy god is not thine . 7 
That is to say, only when you plan ahead do you have a chance 
to succeed; only then is your god with you. 

Since the personal god is the power which makes a man’s 
actions succeed, it is quite natural that he or she should also 
carry the moral responsibility for those actions. When Lugal- 
Bsaggisi, the ruler of Umma, had attacked and partly destroyed 
the city of Lagash, the men of Lagash placed the blame unhesi- 
tantly on Lugalzaggisi’s deity: ‘May his personal deity, the 
goddess Nidaba, bear this crime on her neck!’ 8 That is, may 
the proper divine authorities who rule the universe hold her 
responsible for what she has aided and abetted. 

To this personal god, then, before any other, a man owed 
worship and obedience. In every house there was a small chapel 
for the personal god where the owner of the house worshipped 
and brought his daily offerings. 

A man must truly proclaim the greatness of his god ; 

A young man must wholeheartedly obey the command of his god.* 


REWARDS of obedience 


Now, if this monotonous theme of obedience - to family, to 
rulers, to gods - was the essence of the good, that is, the cor- 
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rect, life in ancient Mesopotamia, what, we may ask, did 
stand to gain by leading the good life? The answer is best givejj 
in terms of the Mesopotamian world view, in terms of maa’g 
position in the cosmic state. Man, you will remember, ^ rag( 
created to be the slave of the gods. He is their servant. No% 
a diligent and obedient servant can call on his master for ptoi 
tection. A diligent and obedient servant, moreover, can expect 
to be promoted, to receive favours and rewards from his mas¬ 
ter. A slothful, disobedient servant, on the other hand, can 
hope for none of these things. Thus the way of obedience^ of 
service and worship, is the way to achieve protection; and it is 
also the way to earthly success, to the highest values in Meso¬ 
potamian life: health and long life, honoured standing in the 
community,'many sons, wealth. 

When we view the Mesopotamian universe from the aspect 
of what the individual can gain for himself, the personal god 
becomes a pivotal figure. He is the individual’s link with the 
universe and its forces; he is the Archimedean point from 
which it may be moved. For the personal god is not remote and 
awesome like the great gods; he is near and familiar; and he 
cares. One can talk to him, plead with him, work on his pity - 
in short, use all the means which a child uses to get his way 
with his parents. The character of the relationship may be 
exemplified by a letter from a man to his god, for the Meso¬ 
potamians frequently wrote letters to their gods. Perhaps they 
thought that one could not always be certain to find the god at 
home when one called, whereas the god would be sure to look 
at his correspondence. Again, it may often have been because 
the writer was too ill to come in person and therefore had 
recourse to a letter. In the case of the letter which we shall 
quote, it would appear that the writer refrains from coming in 
person because he is sulking. His feelings are hurt because he 
thinks his god neglects him. He hints that such neglect is very 
unwise on the part of the god, for faithful worshippers are hard 
to get and difficult to replace. But if the god will only comply 
with his wishes, then he will be there right away and adore him* 
Finally, he works on the god’s pity: the god must consider 
that there is not only himself but that he has a family and poof 


fittle children who also suffer with him. The letter reads: 

To the god my father speak; thus says Apiladad, thy servant: 

‘Why have you neglected me (so) ? 

Who is going to give you one who can take my place ? 

Write to the god Marduk, who is fond of you, 

that he may break my bondage; 

then I shall see your face and kiss your feet! 

Consider also my family, grown-ups and little ones; 

have mercy on me for their sake, and let your help reach me 1 ’ 10 

The bondage of which the letter speaks is some illness. Ill¬ 
ness of any kind was seen as an evil demon who had seized the 
victim and held him captive. Such a case actually goes beyond 
the powers of the personal god. The personal god can help 
a man in his undertakings, can give him standing and respect 
in his community; but he is not strong enough to tear him 
from the clutches of an evil, lawless demon. However - and 
this is the most wonderful thing about having connections 
with those in high places - the personal god has influential 
friends. He moves in the circles of the great gods, knows them 
well. So now, when his ward has been seized by an evil demon, 
it is time to use whatever influence he has to set the cumber¬ 
some machinery of divine justice in motion: ‘Write to the god 
Marduk, who is fond of you’, says our letter. 

Now we who live in a modern state take for granted that the 
machinery of justice - courts, judges, police - is at the disposal 
of any man who considers himself wronged. But that is a very 
modern notion. We need go back only to medieval England to 
find a state in which it could be very difficult to get the king’s 
court to take up one’s case. And the early Mesopotamian state, 
upon which the cosmic state was patterned, was of far more 
primitive cast than medieval England. In this primitive state 
there was as yet no developed executive machinery to carry out 
the verdict of the court. Execution was left to the winning 
party; and for that reason a court would not touch a case unless 
it was certain that the plaintiff had power behind him, a power¬ 
ful protector who would guarantee that the judgment would be 
executed. Accordingly, the first step for the personal god was 
to find such a protector among the great gods. Usually Ea, the 
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god of the sweet waters, was willing to undertake the profrw* 
torship. But Ea was so august and remote that the person^ 
god would not approach him directly. He would go to 
son, Marduk, and Marduk would then urge his father to act* 
If Ea agreed to act, he would send his messenger - a hun*^ 
incantation priest - to go with the personal god to the court of 
the gods, where the messenger would appeal on Ea’s behalf 
that the sun-god (the divine judge) accept this particular case 
for judgment. This appeal was directed to the rising sun in an 
impressive ceremony in the temple. After praising the sun as 
judge, as able to give legal relief against all kinds of detnoi* 
and to heal the afflicted, the priest continued: 

Sun-god, to relieve them is in thy power; 

thou dost set straight conflicting testimonies as (were they but) 
one statement. 

I am the messenger of Ea; 

for the relief of the plagued man he has sent me hither, 

(and) the message which Ea gave I have repeated to thee. 

(As for) the man, the son of his god, judge his case, pronounce 
sentence for him, 

drive off the evil illness from his body. 11 

Through the decision of the sun-god, guaranteed by the 
mighty Ea, the evil demon was thus constrained to release its 
hold. 

The cases in which the personal god was asked to use his 
influence to procure divine justice are among those most typi¬ 
cal of his usefulness, but naturally he was asked to use it for 
general well-being and advancement also. He is to say a good 
word for his ward whenever he can; the ruler Entemena, for 
example, prays that his personal god be allowed to stand for¬ 
ever before the great god Ningirsu, petitioning for health and 
long, life for Entemena. 12 

If we sum up, then, what our texts tell us about the reward# 
for the ‘good life’, we find life to be a pretty arbitrary affair. 
Through obedience and service man may win the good will of 
his personal god. The personal god may use his influence with 
the higher gods to obtain favours for his protege from them. 
But even justice is such a favour; it cannot be claimed, but it is 
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obtained through personal connections, personal pressure, 
ihrough favouritism. Even the most perfect ‘good life’ held 
0 ut but a promise, not a certainty, of tangible rewards. 

evaluation of fundamentals: the demand 

FOR A JUST WORLD 

While the conception of the cosmic state remained relatively 
stable throughout the third millennium, the actual human state 
developed considerably. The central power grew stronger, the 
machinery of justice became more efficient, punishment fol¬ 
lowed crime with ever greater regularity. The idea that justice 
was something to which man had a right began slowly to take 
form, and in the second millennium - appropriately the millen¬ 
nium of the famous Code of Hammurabi - justice as right 
f rather than justice as favour seems to have become the general 
conception. 

This idea, however, could not but conflict violently with the 
established view of the world. There emerged fundamental 
problems, such as the justification of death and the problem of 
the righteous sufferer. These two problems do not arise with 
equal clarity, but both have behind them an equally passionate 
urgency. 

A. The Revolt against Death: The Epic of 
Gilgamesh 

The less articulate, less rationalized, of the two was probably 
the revolt against death. We meet it as a smouldering resent¬ 
ment, a deep-seated feeling of wrong; it is more a feeling than 
a thought. Yet it can hardly be doubted that this feeling has its 
basis in the new concept of human rights, in the claim for jus¬ 
tice in the universe. Death is an evil - it is as harsh as any pun¬ 
ishment, is, indeed, the supreme punishment. Why must a man 
suffer death if he has committed no wrong? In the old, arbitrary 
world this question had no sting, for both good and evil were 
arbitrary matters. In the new world of justice as a right it became 
terribly urgent. We find it treated in the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
which must have been composed around the beginning of the 
second millennium. This epic is based on older material, but 
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the older stories have been woven into a new whole, grouts 
around a new theme, that of death. 

In his youthful energy, Gilgamesh, ruler of Uruk in southed 
Babylonia, drives his people too hard. The people appeal t 
the gods to create a counterpart to him, that they may compete 
with each other and the people may find rest. The gods comp] 
and create Enkidu, who becomes Gilgamesh’s companion and 
friend. Together the friends set out on dangerous adventu jl 
They penetrate to ‘the cedar forest’ in the west, where thev 
slay the terrible monster Huwawa who guards tie forest f 0r 
Enlil. On their return the goddess Inanna falls in love with 
Gilgamesh, and, when he will have none of her, she sends the 
awesome ‘bull of heaven’ against him to kill him. Here agaia 
however, the two heroes conquer. They battle with, and kill, 
the bull. There seem to be no limits to their strength and power. 
Even the most terrible opponents go down before their 
weapons. They can afford to treat a mighty goddess in the most 
arrogant fashion. Then Enlil decides the Enkidu must die as 
punishment for slaying Huwawa. So the unconquerable Enki¬ 
du falls ill and dies. Until now death has meant little to Gil¬ 
gamesh. He has accepted the normal standards of a fearless 
hero and the normal standards of his civilization: death is 
unavoidable, and it is of no avail to worry about it; if one has 


to die, let his death be a glorious one, met in combat with 
a worthy opponent, so that his fame may live. Before the cam¬ 
paign against Huwawa, when Enkidu’s courage had failed him 
momentarily, Gilgamesh upbraided him sternly: 


Who, my friend, was ever so exalted (that he could) 
rise up to heaven and lastingly dwell with Shamash ? 

Mere man - his days are numbered, 
whatever he may do, he is but wind. 

You are - already now - afraid of death. 

Where is the fine strength of your courage ? 

Let me lead, 

and you (tarrying) can call out to me: 'Close in, fear not!’ 

And if I fall, I shall have founded fame. 

‘Gilgamesh fell (they will say) in combat with terrible Huwawa/ 

He goes on to relate how in that case Enkidu will be telling 
Gilgamesh’s son about his father’s prowess. Here death holds 


THE GOOD LIFE 


22 5 

po terror; it is part of the game, and it is mitigated to some 
^tent by fame, for one’s name will live in future generations. 

But Gilgamesh then knew death only in the abstract. It had 
pever touched him directly in all its stark reality. It does so 
w hen Enkidu dies. 

*My friend, my younger brother - who with me in the 
foothills 

hunted wild ass, and panther in the plains; 

Enkidu, my friend, my younger brother - who with me 
in the foothills 

hunted wild ass, and panther in the plains; 

who with me could do all, who climbed the crags, 

seized, killed the bull of heaven; 

flung down Huwawa, dwelling in the cedar forest. 

Now - what sleep is this that seized you ? 

You have grown dark and cannot hear me/ 

He did not raise his eyes. 

(Gilgamesh) touched his heart, it was not beating. 

Then he covered his friend, as if he were a bride.... 

His voice roared out - a lion ... 
a lioness chased from her whelps. 

Again and then again he turned towards his friend, 
tearing his hair and scattering the tufts, 
stripping and flinging down the finery off his body. 

The loss which has been visited upon him is too great to bear. 
He refuses with all his soul to accept it as reality. 

He who with me has shared all hazards - 
the fate of man has overtaken him. 

All day and night have I wept over him 

and would not have him buried - 

my friend might yet rise up at my (loud) cries, 

for seven days and nights - 

until a maggot dropped from his nose. 

Since he is gone, I can no comfort find, 
keep roaming like a hunter in the plains. 

The thought of death continues to haunt Gilgamesh. He has 
but one thought, one aim, to find everlasting life; and so he 
sets out upon his quest. At the end of the world, beyond the 
waters of death, lives an ancestor of his who obtained eternal 
life. He must know the secret. To him will Gilgamesh go. 
Alone he wanders the long way to the mountains where the 

BP 8 



BEFORE PHILOSOPHY 


sun sets, follows the dark passage through which the sun tra 
at night, almost despairing of ever seeing the light againJLjj 
finally comes out at the shore of a wide sea. Whomsoev^Tk* 
meets on his travels he questions about the way to UtnapijjB 
tim and about eternal life. All tell him the quest is hopelc^| 


Gilgamesh, whither are you wandering ? 

Life, which you look for, you will never find. 
For when the gods created man, they let 
death be his share, and life 
withheld in their own hands. 

Gilgamesh, fill your belly - 

day and night make merry, 

let days be full of joy, 

dance and make music day and night. 

And wear fresh clothes, 
and wash your head and bathe. 

Look at the child that is holding your hand, 
and let your wife delight in your embrace. 
These things alone are the concern of men. 


But Gilgamesh cannot give up, cannot resign himself to the 
common lot. The yearning for everlasting life consumes him 
and drives him on. On the shore of the sea he meets Utnapisla 
tim’s boatman and gains passage over the waters of deatlj 
Thus he finally finds Utnapishtim and can ask him how one 
achieves eternal life; but Utnapishtim cannot help him. The 
fact that he himself lives for ever is due to unique circumstance! 
that will never be repeated. When the gods in days of old had 
decided to destroy mankind and, led by Enlil, sent the flood* 
Utnapishtim and his wife alone were rescued. Utnapishtim had 
been forewarned; he had built a big boat, and in that he had 
saved himself, his wife, and pairs of all living things. Later on, 
Enlil repented the sending of the flood as a rash act and gave 
Utnapishtim eternal life as a reward for saving life on earth* 
But such circumstances obviously will not recur. 

Yet Gilgamesh may try to fight death. Utnapishtim bids him 
contend with sleep, a magic sleep which is but another form of 
death. And Gilgamesh succumbs almost at once. He is about 
to perish when Utnapishtim’s wife, out of pity on him, wakes 
him just in time. But the quest has failed. Dejected, Gilgamesh^ 
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lakes his departure to return to Uruk. At that moment, 
Utnapishtim’s wife urges her husband to give him a parting 
_jft and Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh about a plant whicn 
[jrows on the bottom of the sea and which rejuvenates him who 
E r takes of it. Once more the sagging spirits of Gilgamesh 
Revive. Accompanied by Utnapishtim’s boatman, Urshanabi, 
he finds the right place, dives down, and comes up with the 
precious plant in his hands. Back they sail towards Uruk, reach 
fee shore of the Persian Gulf, and continue inland on foot. But 
the day is warm and the journey tiring. When Gilgamesh sees 
an invitingly cool pool, he flings off his clothes and goes in for 
a swim. The plant he leaves on the bank. And while it is lying 
there a snake smells it, comes out of its hole, and snatches it 

Therefore - because they ate of that plant - snakes do not 
die. When they become old, they slough off their old bodies 
and are reborn in youthful vigour. Mankind, cheated of Gil- 
gamesh’s plant, cannot thus return eternally to youth; and 
Gilgamesh, full of bitterness, contemplates the ironic end of 
his quest. 

Then Gilgamesh sat down and wept, 
tears streaming down his cheeks. 

‘For whose sake, Urshanabi, have I strained my muscles ? 

For whose sake has my heart’s blood been spent ? 

I brought no blessing on myself- 
I did the serpent underground good service.’ 

The Epic of Gilgamesh does not come to an harmonious end; 
the emotions which rage in it are not assuaged; nor is there, as 
in tragedy, any sense of catharsis, any fundamental acceptance 
of the inevitable. It is a jeering, unhappy, unsatisfying ending. 
An inner turmoil is left to rage on, a vital question finds no 


B. The Righteous Sufferer: ‘Ludlul bel nemeqi “ 
More articulate, more reasoned, and therefore less forceful in 
its expression is the rebellion against the general unjustness of 
the world. But - as we have already mentioned (p. 223) - it. 
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too, has its basis in the swing from ‘justice as favour* to 
tice as right* which precipitated the protest against death* 

As the human state grew more centralized and tightly or¬ 
ganized, its policing grew more effective. Robbers and bandits 
who had been an ever present threat, now became less of a 
menace, a less powerful element in daily life. This decrease 0 f 
the power of human robbers and bandits seems to have influ* 
enced the evaluation of the cosmic robbers and bandits, the 
evil demons. They loomed less large in the cosmic state. It has 
been pointed out by von Soden that there was a subtle changi 
in the concept of the personal god around the beginning of th$ 
second millennium. Before that time he had been though^ to 
be powerless against demons who attacked his ward and had 
had to appeal to some great god for help. With the advent of 
the second millennium, however, the demons had lost po\*w* 
so that the personal god was fully capable of protecting 
human ward against them. If now they succeeded in an attach 
it was because the personal god had turned away in anger and 
had left his ward to shift for himself. Offences which would 
anger a personal god came to include, moreover, almost all 
serious lapses from ethical and moral standards. 

With this change, minute as it may seem, the whole outlook 
on the world actually shifted. Man no longer permitted his 
world to be essentially arbitrary; he demanded that it have a 
firm moral basis. Evil and illness, attacks by demons, are no 
longer considered mere happenings, accidents: the gods, by 
allowing them to happen, are ultimately responsible, for only 
when an offence has been committed should the personal god 
be angered and turn away. Thus in human moral and ethical 
values man had found a yardstick with which he presumpa 
tuously proceeded to measure the gods and their deeds. A cobs 
flict was immediately apparent. Divine will and human ethics 
proved incommensurable. The stinging problem of the 
righteous sufferer emerged. 

We have several Mesopotamian treatments of this problem* 3 
Here, however, we shall deal only with the one best known, the 
composition called LudM bel nemeqi, T will praise the lord of 
wisdom*. It is a counterpart of, though much inferior to, the 


the good life 


fc ok of Job. The hero of the poem knows himself to have 
ten righteous, to have lived the good life, but doubts about 
value of living assail him. 

I only heeded prayer and supplication, . 

my very thought was supplication, sacrifice habitualto me. 

The days when gods were worshipped were my heart s delight, 
those when I followed (the procession) of the goddess were 
my gain and profit. 

Adoration of the king was joy to me, 

music for him a source of pleasure. , 

And I instructed my estate to observe the ritual of the gods, 

I taught my people to revere the names of die goddes . 

Illustrious royal deeds I likened to (the deeds) of gods, 
and I taught soldiers to revere the palace. 

Would that I knew these things are pleasing to a god. 

For in spite of his righteousness, evils of the most serious kind 
fiavc befallen him: 

y4/#-disease covers my body like a garment; 
sleep in a net enmeshes me; 
my eyes stare but see not, 
my ears are open, but hear not, 
weakness has seized my body. 

He laments that 

The lash laid upon me holds terror; 

I have been goaded, piercing is the sting. 

All day a persecutor chases me, 
at night he gives me no respite at all. 

His god nas abandoned him: 

No god came to my aid, or grasped my hand, 
my goddess did not pity me or succour me. 

Everyone has already given him up for dead and acts accord* 
ingly: 

The grave was open still when they rifled my treasures, 
whilf I was not yet dead, already they stopped mourning. 

All his enemies are jubilant: 

My evil-wisher heard of it and his face brightened, 
to her who wished me evil they brought happy tidings 
and her liver felt good. 

And there the problem is, neatly posed; a man who has been 
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righteous throughout may yet be dealt with by the power* 
govern existence as though he were the blackest offender p 
his pious deeds he has received the wages of the ungcxfiM l* 
has been treated like one ™ *** 

Who has not bowed his face, is not seen to prostrate himself 
from whose mouth prayers and supplication are barred. 

The reality of the problem cannot be disputed. The case 
the righteous sufferer may be rare in such extreme fornj 
none could be blind to its general validity. Righteousnej* a* 
goodlife, is no guarantee of health and happiness. Often, bdejf' 
the unrighteous life seems a better way to success. ’ ” 

Is there an answer? Our text gives two: one to the mind, 
which struggles with an intellectual problem; one to the heart* 
whose emotions have been stirred by contemplation of the 
wrongs done to this particular righteous sufferer. The answer 
to the mind is a denial that human standards of values can be 
applied to the gods. Man is too small, too limited in outlook, 
to pass judgment on things that are divine. He has no right to' 
set up his human values against the values which the gods hold. 

What seems praiseworthy to one’s self, is but contemptible be¬ 
fore the god(s). 

What to one s heart seems bad, is good before one’s god. 

Vf’ho may comprehend the mind of gods in heaven’s depth ? 

The thoughts of a god are like deep waters, who could fathom 
them? 

How could mankind, beclouded, comprehend the ways of gods ? 


Human judgment cannot be true judgment, for man is a crea¬ 
ture of the moment; he can take no long-range view, his mood 
changes from moment to moment, he cannot attain to the 
deeper understanding which motivates the timeless and eternal 
gods. 

Who came to life yesterday, died today. 

In but a moment man is cast into gloom, suddenly crashed. 

One moment he will sing for joy, 

and in an instant he will wail — a mourner. 

T3 __ ■ i . . - -- 


Between morning and nightfall men’s mood may change: 
when they are hungry they become like corpses, 
when they are full they will rival their god, 
when things go well they will prate of rising up to heaven 
and when in trouble, rant about descending into Hades. 
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kphat, therefore, is man’s judgment that he should presume 
fP set it up against that of a god? 

put, though this stern non licet may satisfy the mind, may 
' pj 0 w that its question is not permissible, it will hardly satisfy 
ike heart. Deep emotions have been stirred, a sense of bitter 
^jrong has been evoked. And so to the heart our poem holds 
p U t as answer the duty to hope and to trust. The righteous 
lufferer did not remain in his sufferings. When all hope seem- 
fcgly had fled, then came his deliverance; in his darkest hour 
jhe gods had mercy on him and turned to him full of goodness 
pad light. Marduk restored him to health and dignity, purified 
(iim, and all was happiness again. Thus our poem is an encour- 
Igement to trust and hope. The ways of the gods may seem 
Inexplicable to man, but that is because man lacks the deeper 
(inderstanding which actuates the gods. And though man may 
be plunged in the deepest despair, the gods do not abandon 
him; he shall and must trust to their mercy and goodness. 


C. The Negation of All Values: A Dialogue of 
Pessimism 14 


It is a well-known fact that, as a civilization grows old, its basic 
values are in danger of losing their hold upon the individuals 
who participate in it. Scepticism, doubt, and indifference begin 
to undermine the spiritual structure which comprises the civili¬ 
zation. Such scepticism toward all values, utter negation of the 
possibility of a "good life’, begins to make its appearance in 
Mesopotamian civilization in the first millennium b.c. This 
scepticism has found expression in a long dialogue between 
a master and his slave; it is known as the ‘Dialogue of 
Pessimism’. 

The pattern of the dialogue is extremely simple. The master 
announces to the slave that he intends to do a particular thing, 
and the slave encourages him by enumerating all the pleasant 
aspects of what the master proposes. But by then the master 
has already tired of his idea and states that he will not do the 
thing in question. This, too, is praised by the slave, who enu¬ 
merates all the darker sides of the proposed activity. In this 
manner all the typical activities of a Mesopotamian nobleman 
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are weighed and found wanting. Nothing is inherently » 
nothing is worth while, whether it be seeking favours at c °°^ 
the pleasures of the table, razzias against nomads in the d 
the excitement of a rebel’s life, the beginning of a laws,,if*" 


not - We shall quote a few of the stanzas, first a b 0 ^ 


‘Servant, agree with me!’ ‘Yes, my lord, yes I* 

‘I will love a woman! ' ‘So love, my lord, so love 1 
The man who loves a woman forgets want and misery!* 
f No » slave, I will not love a woman I * 

Love not, my lord, love not! 

Woman is a snare, a trap, a pitfall; 
woman is a sharpened iron sword 
which will cut a young man's neck! ' 


About piety: 


‘Slave, agree with me! 5 ‘Yes, my lord, yes!' 

‘Straightway order me water for my bands, 

^and bring it hither. I will make a libation to my god! 5 
Do my lord, do! (As for) the man who makes a libation 
to his god, his heart is at ease; 
he makes loan upon loan 1* 

^No, slave, I will not make a libation to my god!’ 

‘Make it not, my lord, make it not! 

Teach the god to run after thee like a dog 

when he demands, be it “my service, 5 ' be it “thou hast 

not asked,” be it anything else, from thee.' 


In other words, ‘be uppish with the god’; let him feel that he 
depends upon you for service, for prayer, and for many other 
things, so that he will run after you, begging you to worship 

No better than piety fares charity: 


^ Slave, agree with me!' ‘Yes, my lord, yes!' 

‘I say, I will give alms to my land!' 

‘So do, my lord, so do I 
(As for) the man who gives alms to his land, 
his alms have been put on the palms of the sod 
Marduk himself.* 


That is, it is as though Marduk himself received them and will 
reciprocate to the giver. 
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‘No, slave, I will not give alms to my land I* 

‘Do it not, my lord, do it not! 

Mount thou upon the ruined mounds of ancient 
cities and walk around; 

behold the skulls of those of earlier and later times. 

Who is the evildoer, who is the benefactor?' 

ft is all one whether man does good or evil; none will remem¬ 
ber it in times to come. We know not who was good, who 
evil among the ancients; they he forgotten in their forgotten 
cities. 

And so the argument sums up: there is nothing which is 
truly good; all is vanity. 

‘Slave, agree with me!’ ‘Yes, my lord, yes I* 

‘Now then, what is good? 

To break my neck and thy neck, 
to fall into the river - that is good!' 

With the world all vanity, only death seems attractive. The 
slave answers stoically with an ancient saying which expresses 
resignation: 

‘Who is tall enough to reach up to heaven? 

Who is broad enough that he might encompass the earth?' 

If it is vain to seek for an absolute good, we might as well 
resign and give up; we cannot do the impossible. But once 
more the master changes his mind: 

‘No, slave, I will kill only thee and let thee precede me!' 

‘And would my lord want to live (even) three days after me?' 

asks the slave. If there is no profit in life, if nothing is good, 
if all is vanity, what benefit can the master possibly see in 
prolonging life? How can he suffer it for even three more 
days? 

And with this denial of all values, denial that a ‘good life’ 
existed, we end our survey of Mesopotamian speculative 
thought. Mesopotamian civilization with the values it em¬ 
bodied was about to lose its hold on man. It had run its course 
and was ready to give way before new and different, more 
vigorous, patterns of thought. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

The 'Emancipation of Thought from Myth 

When we read in Psalm xix that ‘the heavens declare the glory 
of God; and the firmament sheweth his handiwork’, we hear 
a voice which mocks the beliefs of Egyptians and Babylonians. 
The heavens, which were to the psalmist but a witness of God’s 
greatness, were to the Mesopotamians the very majesty of god¬ 
head, the highest ruler, Anu. To the Egyptians the heavens 
signified the mystery of the divine mother through whom man 
was reborn. In Egypt and Mesopotamia the divine was com¬ 
prehended as immanent: the gods were in nature. The Egyp¬ 
tians saw in the sun all that a man may know of the Creator; 
the Mesopotamians viewed the sun as the god Shamash, the 
guarantor of justice. But to the psalmist the sun was God’s 
devoted servant who ‘is as a bridegroom coming out of his 
chamber, and rejoiceth as a strong man to run a race’. The God 
of the psalmists and the prophets was not in nature. He trans¬ 
cended nature - and transcended, likewise, the realm of mytho- 
poeic thought. It would seem that the Hebrews, no less than 
the Greeks, broke with the mode of speculation which had 
prevailed up to their time. 

* 

The mainspring of the acts, thoughts, and feelings of early man 
was the conviction that the divine was immanent in nature, 
and nature intimately connected with society. Dr. Wilson* 
emphasized this fact by calling the Egyptians monophysites. 
Dr. Jacobsen indicated that his approach to Mesopotamian 
thought could not do full justice to it; but the myths and beliefs 

I which he discussed reflect it at every turn. And in our first 
chapter we found that the assumption of an essential correla¬ 
tion between nature and man provided us with a basis for the 
understanding of mythopoeic thought. Its logic, its peculiar 
structure, was seen to derive from an unceasing awareness of 
a live relationship between man and the phenomenal world. 
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In the significant moments of his life, early man was con¬ 
fronted not by an inanimate, impersonal nature - not by an 
‘It* - but by a ‘Thou’. We have seen that such a relationshjj 
involved not only man’s intellect but the whole of his being? 
his feeling and his will, no less than his thought. Hence early 
man would have rejected the detachment of a purely intellect 
tual attitude towards nature, had he been able to conceive it, as 
inadequate to his experience. 

As long as the peoples of the ancient Near East preserved 
their cultural integrity - from the middle of the fourth to the 
middle of the first millennium b.c. - they remained conscioit 
of their close bond with nature. And that awareness remained! 
vivid notwithstanding the conditions of city life. The efflores* 
cence of civilization in Egypt and Mesopotamia brought with' 
it the need for a division of labour and a diversification of life 
possible only when people congregate in sufficient numbers for 
some to be freed from preoccupation with earning a liveli¬ 
hood. But the ancient cities were small by our standards, and 
their inhabitants were not cut off from the land. On the con¬ 
trary, most of them derived their sustenance from the sur- 

_ i* /-11 <1 /• . , . 


rounding fields; all of them worshipped gods personifying 
natural powers; and all of them participated in rites whicfi 
marked the turning-points in the farmer’s year. In the great 
metropolis of Babylon the outstanding annual event was the 
New Year’s Festival celebrating the renewal of the generative 
force of nature. In all Mesopotamian cities the business of 
everyday life was interrupted several times in the course of 


each month when the moon completed one of its phases or 
other natural events called for appropriate action on the part of 
the community. In Egypt, too, the husbandman’s preoccupa* 
tions found expression in festivals at Thebes, Memphis, and 
other Egyptian cities where celebrations marked the rise of the 
Nile, the end of the inundation, or the completion of the har¬ 
vest. Thus urban life in no way diminished man’s awareness of 
his essential involvement in nature. 


When we accentuate the basic conception of ancient Near 
Eastern thought, as we have just done, we are necessarily 
obscuring its richness and diversity. Within the scope of 
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mythopoeic thought a great variety of attitudes and outlooks 
are possible; and contrast as well as variety become apparent 
when we compare the speculative myths of Egypt and Mesopo¬ 
tamia. It is true that the same natural phenomena were often 
personified in these two countries and that the same images 
were often used to describe them. Yet the mood of the myths 
and the significance of the images are most unlike. 

In both countries, for instance, the existing world was 
believed to have emerged from the waters of chaos. In Egypt 
this primeval ocean was male - the god Nun. In other words, 
it was conceived as a fertilizing agent, and as such it was a per¬ 
manent factor in the created universe recognized in the subsoil 
water and in the annual flood of the Nile. In Mesopotamia the 
fertilizing power in water was personified as the god Enki or 
Ea. But he was entirely unrelated to the primordial ocean. 
This ocean was a female, Ti°amat, the mother who brought 
forth gods and monsters in such profusion that her unbounded 
fruitfulness endangered the very existence of the universe. She 
was killed in combat by Marduk, who formed the world from 
her body. Thus water was significant to both Babylonians and 
Egyptians as the source and also as the sustainer of life. Yet 
these conceptions were very differently expressed by the two 
peoples. 

A similar contrast appears in relation to earth. Mesopotamia 
worshipped a beneficial Great Mother whose fertility was seen 
in the produce of the earth and who gained additional religious 
importance by a variety of associations. The earth was viewed 
as the counterpart (and hence the spouse) of Heaven, Anu; or 
of the waters, Enki; or even of Enlil, the kingly storm-god. In 
Egypt, on the other hand, the earth was a male - Geb or Ptah 
or Osiris: the ubiquitous mother-goddess was hot connected 
with the soil. Her image was either cast in the primitive and 
ancient guise of the cow or projected on the sky which, as Nut, 
gave birth to the sun and stars each day at dawn and dusk. 
Moreover, the dead entered her body to be reborn as immor¬ 
tals. The sustained Egyptian preoccupation with death and the' 
hereafter, however, found no equivalent in Mesopotamia. On 
the contrary, death was understood there as an almost complete 
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destruction of personality; and man’s chief desires were for 
worthy life and freedom from disease, with a good reputation 
and descendants to survive him; and the sky was not a goddesa 
^ending^over her children but the most unapproachable 

The differences which we have enumerated do not merel* 
represent a meaningless variety of images; they betray a 
thorough contrast between the Egyptian and Mesopotamia* 
views as to the nature of the universe in which man lives 
Throughout the Mesopotamian texts we hear overtones of 
anxiety which seem to express a haunting fear that the unac¬ 
countable and turbulent powers may at any time bring disaster 
to human society. But in Egypt the gods were powerful with¬ 
out being violent. Nature presented itself as an established 
order in which changes were either superficial and insignificant 
or an unfolding in time of what had been preordained from the 
eginmng. Moreover, Egyptian kingship guaranteed stability 
to society. For, as Dr. Wilson explained, one of the gods occu¬ 
pied the throne. Pharaoh was divine, the son and image of the 
reator. Thus Pharaoh insured an harmonious integration of 
nature and society at all times. But in Mesopotamia the assem- 
bly oi the gods assigned a mere mortal to rule men, and the 
divine favour might at any time be withdrawn from him. Man 
was at the mercy of decisions he could neither infl uence nor 
gauge. Hence the king and his counsellors watched for por¬ 
tents on earth and in the sky which might reveal a changing 
constellation of divine grace, so that catastrophe might be fore¬ 
seen and possibly averted. In Egypt neither astrology nor 
prophecy ever developed to any great extent. 

The contrast between the temper of the two countries was 
concisely expressed in their creation myths. In Egypt creation 
was viewed as the brilliant act of an omnipotent Creator dis¬ 
posing of submissive elements. Of the lasting order which he 
created, society formed an unchanging part. In Mesopotamia 
the Creator had been chosen by a divine assembly helpless be- 

?? ° f J theP ° wers of chaos - Their champion, Mar- 

duk, had followed up his victory over these antagonists by the 
creation of the universe. This took place almost as an after- 
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thought, and man was especially designed as a servant of the 
gods. There was no permanence in the human sphere. The 
gods assembled on every New Year’s Day to ‘establish (such) 
destinies’ for mankind as they pleased. 

The differences between the Egyptian and Mesopotamian 
manners of viewing the world are very far-reaching. Yet the 
two peoples agreed in the fundamental assumptions that the 
individual is part of society, that society is embedded in nature, 
and that nature is but the manifestation of the divine. This doc¬ 
trine was, in fact, universally accepted by the peoples of the 
ancient world with the single exception of the Hebrews. 


The Hebrews arrived late upon the scene and settled in a coun¬ 
try pervaded by influences from the two superior adjacent cul¬ 
tures. One would expect the newcomers to have assimilated 
alien modes of thought, since these were supported by such 
vast prestige. Untold immigrants from deserts and mountains 
had done so in the past; and many individual Hebrews did, in 
fact, conform to the ways of the Gentiles. But assimilation was 
not characteristic for Hebrew thought. On the contrary, it held 
out with a peculiar stubbornness and insolence against the wis¬ 
dom of Israel’s neighbours. It is possible to detect the reflec¬ 
tion of Egyptian and Mesopotamian beliefs in many episodes 
of the Old Testament; but the overwhelming impression left 
by that document is one, not of derivation, but of originality; 

The dominant tenet of Hebrew thought is the absolute 
transcendence of God. Yahweh is not in nature. Neither earth 
nor sun nor heaven is divine; even the most potent natural 
phenomena are but reflections of God’s greatness. It is not 
even possible properly to name God: 

And Moses said unto God, Behold, when I come unto the children of 
Israel and shall say unto them. The God of your fathers hath sent me unto 
you; and they shall say to me: What is his name? what shall I say unto 
them? 

And God said unto Moses: I AM THAT I AM: and he said. Thus 
shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you 
(Exod. iii, 13-14). 

The God of the Hebrews is pure being, unqualified, ineff- 
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able. He is holy . That means that he is sui generis . It does not 
mean that he is taboo or that he is power. It means that all 
values are ultimately attributes of God alone. Hence, all con¬ 
crete phenomena are devaluated. It may be true that in Hebrew 
thought man and nature are not necessarily corrupt; but both 
are necessarily valueless before God. As Eliphaz said to Job (and 
we use the Chicago translation): 

Can a mortal be righteous before God 
Or a man be pure before his Maker? 

Even in his servants he does not trust. 

And his angels he charges with error. 

" How much less them that dweJl in houses of clay. 

Whose foundation is in the dust... (Job iv, 17-190). 

A similar meaning lies in the words of Deutero-Isaiah (lxiv, 6a): 
‘We are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are 
as filthy rags'. Even man’s righteousness, his highest virtue, is 
devaluated by the comparison with the absolute. 

In the field of material culture such a conception of God 
leads to iconoclasm; and it needs an effort of the imagination 
to realize the shattering boldness of a contempt for imagery at 
the time, and in the particular historical setting, of the Hebrews* 
Everywhere religious fervour not only inspired verse and rite 
but also sought plastic and pictorial expression. The Hebrews, 
however, denied the relevancy of the ‘graven image’; the 
boundless could not be given form, the unqualified could but be 
offended by a representation,whatever the skill and the devotion 
that went into its making. Every finite reality shrivelled to 
nothingness before the absolute value which was God. 

The abysmal difference between the Hebrew and the normal 
Near Eastern viewpoints can best be illustrated by the manner 
in which an identical theme, the instability of the social order, 
is treated. We have a number of Egyptian texts which deal 
with the period of social upheaval which followed the great 
era of the pyramid builders. The disturbance of the established 
order was viewed with horror. Neferrohu said: 

I show thee the land in lamentation and distress. The man with a weak 
arm (now) has (a strong) arm.... I show thee how the undermost is turned 
to uppermost.... The poor man will acquire riches. 1 
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The most famous of the sages, Ipuwer, is even more explicit. 
For instance, he condemns as a disastrous parody of order the 
fact that 

gold and lapis lazuli are hung about the necks of slave g^^-Butnoble 
f,dies walk through the land and mistresses of houses say: Would that 
tthad something to eat.... Behold they that possessed beds now lie upon 
Z ioZt He that slept with dirt upon him now stuffeth for himself 

a cushion/ 

The upshot is unmitigated misery for all: ‘Nay, but great and 

small say: I wish I were dead’. 2 

In the Old Testament we meet the same theme - the reversal 
of established social conditions. When Hannah, after years o 
barrenness, had prayed for a son, and Samuel was born, she 
praised God: 

There is none holy as the Lord: for there is none beside thee: neither is 
there anv rock like our God.... The bows of the mighty men are broken, 
and theythat stumbled are girded with strength. They that were full have 
hired out themselves for bread; and they that were hungry erased. ...The 
Sd nrakethpoor and maketh rich: he bringeth low and hfteth up. He 
^setHn the Poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the 
ZgtiU, to se/them among princes, and to make them inher.tthe throne 
of glory: for the pillars of the earth are the Lord s and he hath set the 
world upon them (I Sam. ii, 2-8). 

Notice that the last verses state explicitly that God created die 
existing social order; but, quite characteristically, this order 
did not derive any sacredness, any value, from its ■divine or:ig . 
The sacredness and value remain attributes of God alone, and 
the violent changes of fortune observed m social life are but 
signs of God’s omnipotence. Nowhere else do we meet 
fanatical devaluation of the phenomena of nature and the 
achievements of man: art, virtue, social order - in view of the 
unique significance of the divine. It has been rightly pointed 
out that the monotheism of the Hebrews is a coirelate of their 
insistence on the unconditioned nature of God. Only a God 
who transcends every phenomenon, who is notconditioned 
by any mode of manifestation - only an unqualified God can 
be the one and only ground of all existence. 

This conception of God represents so high a degree of 
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the worthlessness of man are correlated in a dramatic situation 
that is to unfold in time and is moving toward a future where 
the distant yet related parallels of human and divine existence 
^re to meet in infinity. 

Not cosmic phenomena, but history itself, had here become 
pregnant with meaning; history had become a revelation of the 
dynamic will of God. The human being was not merely the 
servant of the god as he was in Mesopotamia; nor was he 
placed, as in Egypt, at a pre-ordained station in a static uni¬ 
verse which did not need to be - and, in fact, could not be 
- questioned. Man, according to Hebrew thought, was the 
interpreter and the servant of God; he was even honoured with 
the task of bringing about the realization of God's will. Thus 
man was condemned to unending efforts which were doomed 
to fail because of his inadequacy. In the Old Testament we find 
man possessed of a new freedom and of a new burden of re¬ 
sponsibility. We also find there a new and utter lack of 
eudaimonia , of harmony - whether with the world of reason or 
with the world of perception. 

All this may help to explain the strange poignancy of single 
individuals in the Old Testament. Nowhere in the literature of 
Egypt or Babylonia do we meet the loneliness of the biblical 
figures, astonishingly real in their mixture of ugliness and 
beauty, pride and contrition, achievement and failure. There is 
the tragic figure of Saul, the problematical David; there are 
countless others. We find single men in terrible isolation fac¬ 
ing a transcendent God: Abraham trudging to the place of 
sacrifice with his son, Jacob in his struggle, and Moses and the 
prophets. In Egypt and Mesopotamia man was dominated, but 
also supported, by the great rhythm of nature. If in his dark 
moments he felt himself caught and held in the net of un¬ 
fathomable decisions, his involvement in nature had, on the 
whole, a soothing character. He was gently carried along on the 
perennial cosmic tides of the seasons. The depth and intimacy 
of man's relationship with nature found expression in the 
ancient symbol of the mother-goddess. But Hebrew thought 
ignored this image entirely. It only recognized the stern 
Father, of whom it was said: ‘he led him (Jacob, the people) 
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finaUy established during coti<fc!2 

the forty years in the desert the decisive phase in their deveSJ 
ment. And we too, may understand the originality and J2 
coherence of their speculations if we relate them to their „ 
perience in the desert. r ex ' 

The reader will remember that preceding chapters font 
great care to describe the Egyptian and MesopotaLm l and 
scapes. In doing so, the authors did not succumb to an unwat 
ranted naturalism; they did not claim that cultural phenomej* 
could be derived from physiographical causes. They me3 
suggested that a relation between land and culture may tskr 
a suggestion we can accept the more readily since we have seen 
Imt the surrounding world confronted early man as a ‘Thou* 
We may ask then, what was the natural setting which deter- 
mined the Hebrew’s experience of the world around him. Now 
the Hebrews, whatever their ancestry and historical anted* 
dents, were tribal nomads. And since they were nomads in the 
Near East they must have lived, not in boundless steppes, but 
between the desert and the sown, between the most fertile of 

lorner an f £* tota [ n fg at f n oflife > which > * this remarkable 
corner of the earth, he cheek by jowl. They must, therefor** 

both *■» JS 

Rll ^f Helarews . c ^ ve ? t0 Settle for g° od in the fertile plains. 
‘mdk ^ 1StlCaUy , the 3 y dleamed ° f Iands overflowing with 
d^ k F? d i h0ney ’ n0t k j dS ° f su P er ' a hitndant crops like those 
the Egyptians imagined for their hereafter. It seems that the 
desert as a metaphysical experience loomed very large for the 
• p brew s and coloured all their valuations. It is, periiaps the 

emm fn T en ^ Va l Uations ~ bet ^en a desire and a con- 

K °r What 15 de f Cd 7 that ma y ex P ]ain some of the para- 
doxes of ancient Hebrew beliefs. ** 


tuml he bm f atCS f th£ andent Near East w ere agricul¬ 

tural, but the values of an agricultural community are the 

opposites of those of the nomadic tribe, espeTafly of the 
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extreme type of nomads of the desert. The settled peasant’s 
reverence for impersonal authority, and the bondage, the con¬ 
straint which the organized state imposes, mean an intolerable 
lack of personal freedom for the tribesman. The farmer’s ever¬ 
lasting preoccupation with phenomena of growth and his total 
dependence on these phenomena appear to the nomad a form 
of slavery. Moreover, to him the desert is clean, but the scene 
of life, which is also the scene of decay, is sordid. 

On the other hand, nomadic freedom can be bought only at 
a price; for whoever rejects the complexities and mutual de¬ 
pendencies of agricultural society not only gains freedom but 
also loses the bond with the phenomenal world; in fact, he 
gains his freedom at the cost of significant form. For, wherever 
we find reverence for the phenomena of life and growth, we 
find preoccupation with the immanence of the divine and with 
the form of its manifestation. But in the stark solitude of the 
desert, where nothing changes, nothing moves (except man at 
his own free will), where features in the landscape are only 
pointers, landmarks, without significance in themselves - there 
we may expect the image of God to transcend concrete pheno¬ 
mena altogether. Man confronting God will not contemplate 
him but will hear his voice and command, as Moses did, and 
the prophets, and Mohammed. 

When we compared the lands of origin of Egyptians, 
and Mesopotamians, we were concerned, not with the 
relation between group psychology and habitat, but with pro¬ 
found differences in pristine religious experience. The peculiar 
experience which we have just described seems characteristic 
for all the most significant figures of the Old Testament. It is 
important to realize this, not because it enables us to under¬ 
stand them better as individuals, but because we then recognize 
what coloured and integrated their thought. They pro¬ 
pounded, not speculative theory, but revolutionary and dyna¬ 
mic teaching. The doctrine of a single, unconditioned, tran¬ 
scendent God rejected time-honoured values, proclaimed new 
ones, and postulated a metaphysical significance tor history 
and for man’s actions. With infinite moral courage the Hebrews 
worshipped an absolute God and accepted as the correlate of 






before philosophy 


248 

their faith the sacrifice of an harmonious existence. In transcoma 
mg the Near Eastern myths of immanent godhead 
created, as we have seen, the new myth of the will of G 0r i 7 
remainedfor the Greeks, with their peculiar intellectual zoxxt^l 
to discover a form of speculative thought in which mvth 
entirely overcome. J as 

* 

In the sixth century b.c. the Greeks, in their great cities on th- 
coast of Asia Minor, were in touch with all the leading centre, 
o the civihzed world: Egypt and Phoenicia; Lydia, Persia, and 
Babylon. There can be no doubt that this contact played some 
part in the meteoric development of Greek culture. But it i. 
impossible to estimate the Greek indebtedness to the ancient 
Near East. As is usual when cultural contact is truly fruitfiiL 
simple derivations are rare. What the Greeks borrowed thev 
transmuted. 5 ’ 

In the Greek mystery religions we meet well-known orien- 

J1 f I®' De f 1 f 1 er the sorrowin g mother-goddess search¬ 
ing for her child; Dionysus died a violent death but was 
resurrected. In some of the rites the participants experienced 
an immediate relationship with the divine in nature; and in 
this respect there is similarity with the ancient Near East. But 
it would be hard to find antecedents for the individual salva- 
tion vouchsafed to the initiates. A possible parallel would be 
the Osins cult; but, as far as we know, the Egyptian did not 
undergo an initiation or share the god’s fate during his life-* 
time. Li any case, the Greek mysteries show several features 
which were without precedent. These generally amount to 

l d ™ shed dlStance between men and gods. The initiate of 
the Orphic mysteries, for instance, not only hoped to be liber¬ 
ated from the ‘wheel of births’ but actually emerged as a god 
from his union with the mother-goddess, ‘queen of the dead’. 
The Orphic myths contain speculations about the nature of 
man which are characteristically Greek in their tenor. It was 

theltf * 5 * Tltans , h u ad devoured Dionysus-Zagreus and were 

from tb rC T° Y t by the ]i S htnin g of2e “s, who made man 
om their ashes. Man, in so far as he consists of the substance 

ot the Titans, is evil and ephemeral; but since the Titans had 
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partaken of a god’s body, man contains a divine and immortal 
spark. Such dualism and the recognition of an immortal part 
in man are unknown in the ancient Near East outside Persia. 

It is not only in the mystery religions that the Greeks placed 
man closer to the gods than the Egyptians or Babylonians had 
ever done. Greek literature names many women who had gods 
for lovers and bore them children, and it has been pointed out 
that the typical sinner in Greece was the man who had at¬ 
tempted to do violence to a goddess. 4 Moreover, the Olympian 
gods, though they were manifest in nature, had not made the 
universe and could not dispose of man as their creature with 
the same unquestioned right of ownership which the ancient 
Near Eastern gods exercised. In fact, the Greek claimed a com¬ 
mon ancestry with the gods and, consequently, suffered the 
more acutely because of his own disabilities. Pindar’s Sixth 
Nemean Ode, for instance, starts as follows: 

Of one race, one only, are men and gods. Both of one mother’s womb 
we draw our breath; but far asunder is all our power divided, and fences 
us apart; here there is nothingness, and there, in strength of bronze, a seat 
unshaken, eternal, abides the heaven. (After Comford.) 

The spirit of such poetry differs profoundly from that of the 
ancient Near East, even though, at this time, Greece still shared 
many beliefs with the Orient. The common mother of gods 
and men to whom Pindar refers is Gaea, the earth; and the 
earth, as Ninhursaga, was often regarded as the Great Mother 
in Mesopotamia. Homer still knew of the primeval waters: 
‘Okeanos from whom the gods are sprung’. 5 Yet more impor¬ 
tant than such echoes of Near Eastern beliefs is the similarity 
between the Greek and the oriental methods of interpreting 
nature: an ordered view of the universe was obtained by bring¬ 
ing its elements in a genealogical relationship with one another. 
In Greece this procedure found monumental expression in 
Hesiod’s Theogony, written probably about 700 b.c. Hesiod 
starts his account with Chaos and proclaims Sky and Earth the 
parents of gods and men. He introduces numerous personifi¬ 
cations which recall Egyptian mcPat or the ‘Wisdom of God’ 
in the Book of Proverbs. c ... Next he (Zeus) wedded bright 
Themis who bare the Horai, even Eunomia (Good Govern- 
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ment) and Dike (Justice) and blooming Eirene (Peace) who 
care for the works of mortal man’, (11. 901-3). 6 

Associations and ‘participations’ typical of mythopoeic 
thought appear often. A particularly clear example is: ‘And 
Night bare hateful Doom; and black Fate and Death and Sleep 
she bare, and she bare the tribe of dreams; all these did dark 
Night bear, albeit mated unto none’, ( 11 . 211 ff.). The natural 
process of procreation thus supplied Hesiod with a scheme 
which allowed him to connect die phenomena and to arrange 
them in a comprehensible system. The Babylonian Epic of 
Creation and the An-Anum list use the same device; and we 
meet it in Egypt when Atum is said to have begotten Shu and 
Tefnut (Air and Moisture), who, in their turn, brought forth 
Geb and Nut (Earth and Sky). 

And yet Hesiod is without oriental precedent in one respect: 
the gods and the universe were described by him as a matter of 
private interest. Such freedom was unheard of in the Near 
East, except among the Hebrews, where Amos, for instance, 
was a herdsman. In Egypt and Mesopotamia religious subjects 
were treated by members of the established hierarchy. But 
Hesiod was a Boeotian farmer called by the Muses, ‘which 
time he tended his flocks under holy Helicon’. He says: ‘(The 
Muses) breathed in me a voice divine that I might celebrate the 
things that shall be and the things that were aforetime. They 
bade me sing the race of the Blessed Ones that are forever’ 
( 11 . 29 ff.). Thus a Greek layman recognized his vocation and 
became a singer who took the gods and nature as his theme, 
although he continued to use the traditional forms of epic 
poetry. 

The same freedom, the same unconcern as regards special 
function and hierarchy, is characteristic for the Ionian philo¬ 
sophers who lived a century or more after Hesiod. Thales 
seems to have been an engineer and statesman; Anaximander, 
a map-maker. Cicero stated: ‘Almost all those whom the 
Greeks called the Seven Sages, you will see to have been 
engaged in public life’, (De Rep . i. 7). These men, then, in con¬ 
trast to the priests of the Near East, were not charged by their 
communities to concern themselves with spiritual matters. 
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They were moved by their own desire for an understanding of 
nature- and they did not hesitate to publish their findings, 
although they were not professional seers. Their curiosity was 
as lively as it was unhampered by dogma. Like Hesiod, the 
Ionian philosophers gave their attention to the problem of 
origins; but for them it assumed an entirely new character. The 
origin, the which they sought was not understood in the 

terms of myth. They did not describe an ancestral divinity or 
a progenitor. They did not even look for an ‘origin m the 
sense of an initial condition which was superseded by subse¬ 
quent states of being. The Ionians asked for an immanent and 
lasting ground of existence. 9 Ap%r) means ‘origin, not as 
‘beginning’, but as ‘sustaining principle’ or ‘first cause . 

This change of viewpoint is breath-taking. It transfers the 
problems of man in nature from the realm of faith and poetic 
intuition to the intellectual sphere. A critical appraisal of each 
theory, and hence a continuous inquiry into the nature of 
reality, became possible. A cosmogonic myth is beyond discus¬ 
sion. It describes a sequence of sacred events which one can 
either accept or reject. But no cosmogony can become part of. 
a progressive and cumulative increase of knowledge. As we 
said in our first chapter, myth claims recognition by the fai 
ful, not justification before the critical. But a sustaining prin¬ 
ciple or first cause must be comprehensible, even if it was first 
discovered in a flash of insight. It does not pose the alternative 
of acceptance or rejection. It may be analysed, modified, or 
corrected. In short, it is subject to intellectual judgment. 

Yet the doctrines of the early Greek philosophers are not 
couched in the language of detached and systematic reflection. 
Their sayings sound rather like inspired oracles. And no won¬ 
der for these men proceeded, with preposterous boldness, on 
an entirely unproved assumption. They held that the universe 
is an intelligible whole. In other words, they presumed that 
a single order underlies the chaos of our perceptions and, 
furthermore, that we are able to comprehend that order 
The speculative courage of the Ionians is often overlooked. 
Their teachings were, in fact, predestined to be misunderstood 
by modern - or rather, nineteenth-century - scholars. When 
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Thales proclaims water to be the first cause, or Anaximenes 
air; when Anaximander speaks of die ‘Boundless’, and Heracli¬ 
tus of fire; when, moreover, Democritus’ theory of atoms can 
be considered the outcome of these earlier speculations; then 
we need not be astonished that commentators in a positivistic 
age unwittingly read familiar connotations into the quasi¬ 
materialist doctrines of the Ionians and regarded these earliest 
philosophers as the first scientists. No bias could more insi¬ 
diously disfigure the greatness of the Ionian achievement. The 
materialist interpretation of their teachings takes for granted 
what was to be discovered only as a result of the labours of 
these ancient thinkers - the distinction between the objective 
and the subjective. And only on the basis of this distinction is 
scientific thought possible. 

In actual fact the Ionians moved in a curious borderland. 
They forefelt the possibility of establishing an intelligible 
coherence in the phenomenal world; yet they were still under 
the spell of an undissolved relationship between man and 
nature. And so w T e remain somewhat uncertain of the exact 
connotations of the Ionian sayings which have been preserved. 
Thales, for instance, said that water was the aQxfh the first 
principle or cause of all things; but he also said: ‘All things are 
full of gods. The magnet is alive for it has the power of mov¬ 
ing iron’. 7 Anaximenes said: ‘Just as our soul, being air, holds 
us together, so do breath and air encompass the whole world.’ 

It is clear that Anaximenes did not consider air merely as 
a physical substance, although he did consider it, among other 
things, a substance whose properties changed when it was 
either condensed or rarefied. But at the same time air was 
mysteriously connected with the maintenance of life itself: it 
was an agent of vitality. Anaximenes recognized in air some¬ 
thing variable enough to make it seem possible to interpret the 
most diverse phenomena as its manifestations. Thales had pre¬ 
ferred water, but he, too, did not consider his first cause merely 
as a neutral, colourless liquid. We must remember that seeds 
and bulbs and the eggs of insects lie lifeless in the rich soil of 
Eastern Mediterranean lands until the rains come - remember, 
also, the preponderant role of watery substances in the pro- 
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cesses of conception and birth in the animal kingdom. It is 
possible that the ancient oriental view of water as a fertilizing 
agent had retained its validity for Thales. It is equally possible 
that he endorsed the oriental conception of a primeval ocean 
from which all life came forth. Homer, as we have seen, called 
Okeanos the origin of gods and men. Thales’ pupil, Anaxi¬ 
mander, stated explicitly: ‘the living creatures came forth from 
the moist element’. There are many other symbolic meanings 
which we can impute to Thales’ theory; for, after all, the sea 
exercises its magic even today. Thus it has been supposed (by 
Joel) that Thales regarded the sea as the epitome of change, as 
many poets since have done. 

Now to claim, on any or all of these analogies, that water is 
the first cause of all things is to argue in the manner of mytho- 
poeic thought. But observe that Thales speaks of water , not of 
a water-god; Anaximenes refers to air , not to a god of air or 
storms. Here lies the astonishing novelty of their approach. 
Even though ‘all things are full of gods’, these men attempt to 
understand the coherence of the things. When Anaximenes ex¬ 
plains that air is the first cause, ‘just as our soul, being air, holds 
us together’, he continues to specify how air can function as 
such a sustaining principle: ‘It (air) differs in different sub¬ 
stances in virtue of its rarefaction and condensation’. Or, even 
more specifidally: 

When it (air) is dilated so as to be rarer it becomes fire; while winds, 
on the other hand, are condensed air. Cloud is formed from air by felting; 
and this, still further condensed, becomes water. Water, condensed still 
more, turns to earth; and when condensed as much as it can be, to stones. 

There is nowhere a precedent for this type of argument. It 
shows a twofold originality. In the first place, early Greek 
philosophy (in Cornford’s words) ‘ignored with astonishing 
boldness the prescriptive sanctities of religious representa¬ 
tion’. 8 Its second characteristic Is a passionate consistency. 
Once a theory is adopted, it is followed up to its ultimate con¬ 
clusion irrespective of conflicts with observed facts or proba¬ 
bilities. Both of these characteristics indicate an implicit recog¬ 
nition of the autonomy of thought; they also emphasize the 
intermediate position of early Greek philosophy. The absence 
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of personification, of gods, sets it apart from mythopoeic 
thought. Its disregard for the data of experience in its pursuit 
of consistency distinguishes it from later thought. Its hypo* 
theses were not induced from systematic observations but 
were much more in the nature of inspired conjectures or divina¬ 
tions by which it was attempted to reach a vantage point where 
the phenomena would reveal their hidden coherence. It was 
the unshakable conviction of the Ionians, Pythagoreans, and 
early Eleatics that such a vantage point existed; and they 
searched for the road towards it, notin the manner of scientists, 
but in that of conquistadors. 

Anaximander, a pupil of Thales, made an important new 
advance. He realized that the sustaining principle of all deter¬ 
minate phenomena could not be itself determinate. The ground 
of all existence had to be essentially different from the elements 
of actuality; it had to be erega qj 'aig - of another nature- while 
yet containing all contrasts and specific qualities. Anaximander 
called the the anetQov , the ‘Infinite’ or ‘Boundless’. It is 

reported by Theophrastos that Anaximander ‘said that the 
material cause and first element of things was the Infinite. ... 
He says it is neither water nor any other of the so-called ele¬ 
ments but a substance different from them which is infinite, 
from which arise all the heavens and the worlds within them.’ 9 
Notice that Anaximander submits to the substantializing ten¬ 
dency of mythopoeic thought by calling the aneigov a sub¬ 
stance - or, in the following quotation, a body: ‘He did not 
ascribe the origin of things to any alteration in matter, but said 
that the oppositions in the substratum, which was a boundless 
body, were separated out’. 

The opposites which Anaximander found in actuality were 
the traditional ones; warm and cold, moist and dry. When he 
stated that these opposites ‘separated out’ from the ‘Boundless’, 
he did not refer (as we would expect) to a mechanistic process. 
He put it as follows: ‘And into that from which things take 
their rise they pass away once more, as is meet; for they make 
reparation and satisfaction to one another for their injustice 
according to the ordering of time.’ In the winter, cold commits 
an injustice to heat, etc. Again we meet the marvellous blend of 
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imaginative, emotional, and intellectual vigour which was 
characteristic of the sixth and fifth centuries b.c. in Greece. 
Even that most abstract of notions, the Boundless itself, is 
described by Anaximander as ‘eternal and ageless’ - hOdvavog 
xai ayQrjcog - words which serve as a stock phrase in Homer 
to characterize the gods. Yet Anaximander, like Thales and 
Anaximenes, describes the universe in purely secular terms. 
We happen to know a good deal of his cosmography. Let us 
quote, as characteristic samples, his statement that ‘the earth 
swings free, held in its place by nothing. It stays where it is 
because of its equal distance from everything’. The heavenly 
bodies are described as ‘wheels of fire’: ‘And there are breath¬ 
ing-holes, certain pipe-like passages, at which the heavenly 
bodies show themselves’. Thunder and lightning are blasts of 
the winds - a theory broadly parodied in Aristophanes’ Clouds 
I - and, as to living beings, we find this curious anticipation of 
phylogenetics: ‘Living creatures arose from the moist element 
as it was evaporated by the sun. Man was like another animal, 
namely, a fish in the beginning.’ Again, Anaximander presents 
a curious hybrid of empirical and mythopoeic thought. But in 
his recognition that the ground of all determinate existence 
could not itself be determinate, in his claim that not water nor 
air nor any other ‘element’ but only the ‘Boundless’ from which 
all opposites ‘separated out’, could be the aQXV> he showed 
a power of abstraction beyond anything known before his day. 

With Heraclitus of Ephesus philosophy found its locus 
standi. ‘Wisdom is one thing. It is to know the thought by which 
all things are steered through all things’. 10 Here, for the first 
time, attention is centred, not on the thing known, but on the 
knowing of it. Thought, yv<bfiri (which may also be translated 
‘judgment’, or ‘understanding’), controls the phenomena as it 
constitutes the thinker. The problem of understanding nature 
is moved once more to a new plane. In the ancient Near East 
it had remained within the sphere of myth. The Milesian school 
of philosophers had moved it to the realm of the intellect in 
that they claimed the universe to be an intelligible whole. The 
manifold was to be understood as deriving from a sustaining 
principle or first cause, but this was to be looked for in the 
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phenomena. The question of how we can know what is out¬ 
side us was not raised. Heraclitus asserted that the universe 
was intelligible because it was ruled by ‘thought’ or ‘judgment’, 
and that the same principle, therefore, governed both existence 
and knowledge. He was conscious that this wisdom surpassed 
even the loftiest conception of Greek mythopoeic thought: 
‘The wise is one only. It is unwilling and willing to be called 
by the name of Zeus .’ 11 

Heraclitus calls this wisdom Logos, a term so heavily laden 
with associations as to be an embarrassment whether we trans¬ 
late it or not. ‘Reason’ is perhaps the least objectionable ren¬ 
dering. ‘It is wise to hearken, not to me, but to the Logos and 
to confess that all things are one .’ 12 All things are one. Things 
that are distinct from one another, or qualities that are each 
other’s opposites, have no permanent existence. They are but 
transitory stages in a perpetual flux. No static description of 
the universe is true. ‘Being’ is but ‘becoming . The cosmos is 
but the dynamics of existence. The opposites which Anaxi¬ 
mander saw ‘separating out’ from the e Boundless are for 
Heraclitus united by a tension which causes each of them ulti¬ 
mately to change into its opposite. ‘Men do not know how 
what is at variance agrees with itself. It is an attunement 
(aofiovifj) of opposite tensions, like that of the bow and the 
lyre .’ 13 

But if the universe changes continually according to the ten¬ 
sions between opposites, it is senseless to ask for its origin in 
the manner of myth. There is no beginning and no end; there 
is only existence. Heraclitus states magnificently: ‘This world 
(koofjtog) which is the same for all, no one of the gods or men 
has made; but it was ever, is now, and ever shall be an ever- 
living fire, with measures of it kindling, and measures going 
out .’ 14 Fire is the symbol for a universe in flux between ten- 
sional opposites. As Burnet says: ‘The quantity of fire in 
a flame burning steadily appears to remain the same, the flame 
seems to be what we call a “thing”. And yet the substance of it 
is continually changing. It is always passing away in smoke, 
and its place is always taken by fresh matter from the fuel that 
feeds it .’ 15 
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Heraclitus takes pains to stress that it is only the total pro¬ 
cess that is lasting and, hence, significant: ‘The way up and the 
way down is one and the same ,’ 16 or ‘it rests by changing ’, 17 or, 
more metaphorically, ‘fire is want and surfeit ’, 18 or one ‘cannot 
step twice in the same river, for fresh waters are forever flow¬ 
ing in upon you ’. 19 

No momentary phase in this perpetual change is more im¬ 
portant than any other; all opposites are transitory: ‘Fire lives 
the death of air and air lives the death of fire; water lives the 
death of earth, earth that of water .’ 20 This fragment might 
startle us, for here fire appears as one of the ‘elements’ on a par 
with earth, air, and water; and we would seem to be back on 
the level of Thales and Anaximenes. Heraclitus is using fire 
here as one of the traditional four elements in order to insist on 
the impermanence of the distinction among them. In another 
fragment the emergence and resorbtion of all determinate 
things in the one lasting flux of change is expressed as follows: 
‘All things are an exchange for fire and fire for all things, even 
as wares for gold and gold for wares .’ 21 Here the symbolical 
significance of fire is obvious. 

In the writing of Heraclitus, to a larger degree than ever 
before, the images do not impose their burden of concreteness 
but are entirely subservient to the achievement of clarity and 
precision. Even for Thales and Anaximenes, water and air are 
no mere constituents of the material world; they also possess 
a symbolical connotation, if only as agents of vitality. But for 
Heraclitus fire is purely a symbol of reality in flux; he calls wis¬ 
dom ‘to know the thought by which all things are steered 
through all things’. 

Heraclitus gives the sharpest and profoundest expression to 
the Ionian postulate that the universe is an intelligible whole. 
It is intelligible, since thought steers all things. It is a whole, 
since it is a perpetual flux of change. Yet in this form the doc¬ 
trine retains one contradiction. Mere change and flux cannot 
be intelligible, for they achieve not cosmos but chaos. Heracli¬ 
tus solved this difficulty by recognizing in the flux of change 
an inherent dominant measure. We remember that the world 
was ‘an ever-living fire, with measures of it kindling and 
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measures going out\ The continuous transition of everything 
into its opposite was regulated by this measure. It was, as wc 
have also seen, ‘an attunement of opposite tensions, like that 
of the bow and of the lyre*. For this reason Heraclitus rejected 
the doctrine of Anaximander according to which the opposite* 
had to make reparation to one another for their injustice. He 
held that it was in the nature of things that they should be con¬ 
tinually replaced by their opposites: 


We must know that war is common to all and strife is justice and that 
all things come into being and pass away (?) through strife. 1 * 

War is the father of all and the king of all, and some he has made gods 
and some men, some bond and some free . 28 


Homer was wrong in saying ‘Would that strife might perish from 
among gods and men/ He did not see that he was praying for the destruc¬ 
tion of the universe, for, if his prayer were heard, all things would past 
away . 14 


7 


f 
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Heraclitus did not mean to equate existence with a blind 
conflict of opposing force, but he called war the dynamics of 
existence which necessarily involved ‘the hidden attunement 
(which) is better than the open’. 26 This attunement is of the 
essence of existence; it is valid in the same manner in which 
we claim the laws of nature to be valid: ‘The sun will not over¬ 
step his measures; if he does the Erinyes, the handmaids of 
justice, will find him out/ 26 This reference to the sun indicates, 
perhaps, that the regularity of the movements of the heavenly 
bodies suggested to Heraclitus that all change was subject to 
a ‘hidden attunement\ If this surmise were correct, it would 
link him appropriately with both mythopoeic and Platonic 
thought. 

The philosophy of Heraclitus shows both parallels and con¬ 
trasts to that of his older contemporary Pythagoras. Accord¬ 
ing to Pythagoras,- also, a hidden measure dominated all the 
phenomena. But, while Heraclitus was satisfied with proclaim¬ 
ing its existence, the Pythagoreans were anxious to determine 
it quantitatively. They believed a knowledge of essentials to be 
a knowledge of numbers, and they attempted to discover the 
immanent proportionality of the existing world. The starting- 
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point for their enterprise was a remarkable discovery by 
Pythagoras. Measuring the lengths on the string of the lyre 
between the places where the four principal notes of the Greek 
scale were sounded, he found that they had the proportion 
6:8:12. This harmonic proportion contains the octave (12:6), 
the fifth (12:8), and the fourth (8:6). If we attempt to regard 
the discovery naively, we shall admit that it is astonishing. It 
correlates musical harmonies, which belong to the world of 
the spirit no less than to that of sensual perception, with the 
precise abstractions of numerical ratios. It seemed legitimate 
for the Pythagoreans to expect that similar correlations would 
be discovered; and, with the truly Greek passion for following 
up a thought to its ultimate consequences, they maintained 
that certain arithmetical proportions explained every facet of 
actuality. Heraclitus said contemptuously: ‘The learning of 
many things teacheth not understanding, else it would have 
taught Hesiod and Pythagoras/ 27 

Moreover, the Pythagoreans were far from sharing Heracli¬ 
tus 5 views. While he had said proudly, ‘I have sought for my¬ 
self 5 , 28 the Pythagoreans endorsed much traditional lore. While 
Heraclitus stated that all being was but a becoming, the Py¬ 
thagoreans accepted the reality of the opposites and shared the 
common preference for the light, static, and unified aspects of 
existence, assigning the dark, the changing, and the manifold 
to the side of evil. Their dualism, their belief in the transmigra¬ 
tion of souls, and their hope of liberation from the ‘wheel of 
births’ connected the Pythagorean doctrine with Orphism. In 
fact, the teachings of Pythagoras belong preponderantly to the 
sphere of mythopoeic thought. This can be explained if we 
remember his orientation. Pythagoras was not concerned with 
knowledge for its own sake; he did not share the detached 
curiosity of the Ionians. He taught a way of life. The Pythago¬ 
rean society was a religious fraternity striving for the sanctifi¬ 
cation of its members. In this, too, it resembled the Orphic 
societies; but its god was Apollo, not Dionysus; its method 
comprehension, not rapture. For the Pythagoreans, knowledge 
was part of the art of living; and living was seeking for salva¬ 
tion. We saw in the first chapter that man, when thus involved 
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with the whole of his being, cannot achieve intellectual detach¬ 
ment. Therefore, Pythagorean thought is steeped in myth. Yet 
it was a member of the Pythagorean society, who after his 
apostasy, destroyed the last hold of myth on thought. This 
man was Parmenides, the founder of the Eleatic School. 

Parmenides once more interpreted the Ionian postulate that 
the world forms an intelligible whole. But, as Burnet puts it, 
‘he showed once and for all that if you take the One seriously 
you are bound to deny everything else ’. 29 Parmenides saw that 
not only each theory of origin, but even each theory of change 
or movement, made the concept of being problematical. Abso¬ 
lute being cannot be conceived as coming into existence out of 
a state of non-existence. 

How, then, can what is be going to be in the future ? Or how could it 
come into being ? If it came into being, it is not; nor is it, if it is going to 
be in the future. Thus is becoming extinguished and passing away not to 
• • be heard of . 30 

Parmenides’ conclusion that this is so is a purely logical one, 
and hence we may say that the autonomy of thought was 
definitely established by him. We have seen that Heraclitus, 
went far in this direction, claiming the congruity of truth 
and existence when he said: ‘Wisdom is one thing. It is to 
know the thought by which all things are steered through 
all things/ 

When Parmenides restated this thesis, he eliminated the last 
vestige of mythical concreteness and imagery which had sur¬ 
vived in the ‘steered* of Heraclitus* saying and also in his sym¬ 
bol of fire. Parmenides said: ‘The thing that can be thought, 
and that for the sake of which the thought exists, is the same; 
for you cannot find thought without something that is, as to 
which it is uttered / 31 But since Parmenides considered ‘becom¬ 
ing extinguished and passing away not to be heard of’, he 
assumed an entirely new position. The Milesians had attempted 
to correlate being (as the static ground of existence) and becoming 
(observed in the phenomena). Heraclitus had declared being 
a perpetual becoming and had correlated the two concepts with 
his ‘hidden attunement*. Now Parmenides declared the two to 
be mutually exclusive* and only being to be real. 
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Come now, I will tell thee - and do thou hearken tq*my saying and 
carry it away - the only two ways of search that can be thought of. The 
first, namely, that It is , and that it is impossible for it not to be, is the 
way of conviction , 82 for truth is its companion. The other, namely, that 
It is not , and that it must needs not be - that, I tell thee, is a path that none 
can learn of at all. For thou canst not know what is not - that is impos¬ 
sible - nor utter it; for it is the same thing that can be thought and that 
can be . 83 

And again: 

One path only is left for us to speak of, namely, that It is. In this path 
are very many tokens that what is is uncreated and indestructible; for it 
is complete, immovable and without end. Nor was it ever, nor will it be; 
for now it is , all at once, a continuous one. For what origin for it wilt thou 
look for? In what way and from what source could it have drawn its 
increase?... I shall not let thee say nor think that it came from what is not; 
for it can neither be thought nor uttered that anything is not . 34 

Here, in what Parmenides calls ‘the unshaken heart of well- 
rounded truth*, we meet a philosophical absolute that reminds 
us of the religious absolute of the Old Testament. In the 
strictly idealistic position of Parmenides the autonomy of 
thought is vindicated, and every concrescence of myth is 
stripped off. Yet Parmenides is strongly connected with his 
predecessors in one respect. In his denial of the reality of 
movement, change, and distinctiveness, he reached a conclu¬ 
sion which, like theirs, was oddly at variance with the data of 
experience. He was aware of this and appealed to reason in 
defiance of the testimony of the senses: ‘But do thou restrain 
thy thought from this way of inquiry, nor let habit by its much 
experience force thee to cast upon this way a wandering eye or 
sounding ear or tongue; but judge by reason 35 the much dis¬ 
puted proof uttered by me / 36 

This same attitude was, implicitly or explicitly, adopted by 
all Greek thinkers of the sixth and fifth centuries b.c. For 
neither their basic assumption - that the world is an intelligible 
whole - nor their further explanation - that it unfolds in oppo¬ 
sites - nor any of their other theses can be proved by logic or 
by experiment or by observation. With conviction they pro¬ 
pounded theories which resulted from intuitive insight and 
which were elaborated by deductive reasoning. Each system 
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was base<f'D$on an assumption held to be true and made to 
bear a structure erected without further reference to empirical 
data. Consistency was valued more highly than probability. 
This fact in itself shows that throughout early Greek philo¬ 
sophy reason is acknowledged as the highest arbiter, even 
though the Logos is not mentioned before Heraclitus and 
Parmenides. It is this tacit or outspoken appeal to reason, no 
less than the independence from 'the prescriptive sanctities of 
religion 5 , which places early Greek philosophy in the sharpest 
contrast with the thought of the ancient Near East. 

As we have said before, the cosmologies of mythopoeic 
thought are basically revelations received in a confrontation 
with a cosmic ‘Thou 5 . And one cannot argue about a revela¬ 
tion; it transcends reason. But in the systems of the Greeks the 
human mind recognizes its own. It may take back what it 
created or change or develop it. This is true even of the Mile¬ 
sian philosophies, although they have not entirely shed the 
concrescence of myth. It is patendy true of the doctrine of 
Heraclitus, which established the sovereignty of thought, 
rejected Anaximander and Pythagoras, and proclaimed an 
absolute becoming. It is equally true of the teaching of Parmen¬ 
ides, who confounded Heraclitus and proclaimed an absolute 
being. 

One question remains to be answered. If mythopoeic 
thought took shape in an undissolved relationship between 
man and nature, what became of that relationship when 
thought was emancipated? We may answer this question with 
a quotation to balance the one with which we began this chap¬ 
ter. We saw that in Psalm xix nature appears bereaved of divi¬ 
nity before an absolute God: 'The heavens declare the glory of 
God and the firmament sheweth his handiwork/ And we 
read in Plato's Timaeus , in Jowetfs translation (47^): 

... had we never seen the stars, and the sun, and the heaven, none of the 
words which we have spoken about the universe would ever have been 
uttered. But now the sight of day and night, and the months and the 
revolutions of the years, have created number, and have given us a con¬ 
ception of time; and the power of enquiring about the nature of the uni¬ 
verse; and from this source we have derived philosophy, than which no 
greater good ever was or will be given by the gods to mortal man. 
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NOTES 

1. Blackman’s translation of Erman, Literature of the Egyptians, p. 115. 

2. After Blackman, ibid., pp. 94 ff. 

3. Johannes Hehn, Die bibliscbe und die babyloniscbe Gottes dee (1913), 
p. 284. 

4. F. M. Comford, From Religion to Philosophy (London, 1912), 119-20. . 

5. Iliad xiv. 201, 241. 

6. This and the following quotations are taken from A. W. Mair, 
Hesiod , the Poems and Fragments (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908). 

7. This and the following quotations are taken from J. Burnet, Early 
Greek Philosophy (4th ed.; London, 1930). 

8. Cambridge Ancient History , IV, 532. 9. Burnet, op. cit., p. 52. 

10. Burnet, Frag. 19. 

11. Burnet!, Frag. 65. This statement gains in pregnancy if we remember 
that Heraclitus was a contemporary of Aeschylus. 

12. Burnet, Frag. 1. Burnet translates ‘my word/ 

13. Burnet, Frag. 45. 14- Burnet, Frag. 20. 15. Op. cit., p. 145. 

16. Bumet, Frag. 69. 17. Burnet, Frag. 83. 18. Burnet, Frag. 24. 

19. Burnet, Frags.41-42. 20. Bumet, Frag. 25. 21. Bumet, Frag. 22. 

22. Bumet, Frag. 62. 23. Bumet, Frag. 44. 24. Bumet, Frag. 43. 

25. Bumet, Frag. 47. 26. Bumet, Frag. 29. 27. Bumet, Frag. 16. 

28. Bumet, Frag. 80. 29. Op, cit ., p. 179. 

30. Ibid., p. 173, 11 . 19-22. 31. Ibid., p. 176, 11 . 34-36* 

32. Bumet {ibid., p. 173) translates ‘belief’. 

33. Ibid., p. 173; Frags. 4 and 3. 34. Ibid., p. 174; Frag. 8, 11 . 1-9. 

33. Bumet {ibid., p. 173 n.) defends a translation of logos by ‘argument*. 
36. Ibid., 11 . 33-36. 
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Abraham, 244, 245 
Abydos, 32, 34 
Abyss, 59, 61 

Activity and inactivity, conflict of, 
187, 189, 195 
Adab canal, 181 
Adapa, 23 
Africa, 43, 83 
Africans, 26, 41 

Afterlife: see Hereafter; Immortality 
Agade, 207 

Agricultural communities, 40, 49, 
246 

Agricultural year, 44, 59, 238 
Agriculture, 22, 40, 112, 141, 174, 
180-2 

Air, 18, 27, 55, 62, 63, 95, 250, 
252-3, 255, 257; see also Shu 
akh> 57, 108, 118 
Akhnaton, 98 
Akkadian language, 183 
Allegory, 15 

Amama Revolution, 124 
Amaunet, 18, 61 

Amon (Amun), 18, 42, 61, 73, 75, 
82, 87, 93, 99, 125 
Amon-Re, 58, 82, 99 
Amos, 250 

An-Anum list, 186, 195, 250 
Anarchy, 86, no, 139 
Anatolia, 90 

Anaximander, 250-5, 258, 262 
Anaximenes, 252, 255, 257 
Animals, 13, 46, 48, 52, 53, 60, 64, 
67, 71, 142, 148, 255; sacred, 
73 

Animism, 12, 14, 49, 142 
Anshar, 185, 191 

Anu, 149-53, *56, i59» 160, 161, 
163, 174, 180, 185-6, 191, 192, 
194-5, 198, 207-9, 212, 218, 
237, 239 


Anunnaki, 153, 161, 191, 208, 210, 

2T2 

Apiladad, 221 
Apollo, 259 
Apophis, 34, 79 

apstty 176 

Apsu, 184, 185, 188, 194 
Arabs, 40 

Architecture: monumental, 1414 
stone, 105 
Aristophanes, 255 
Aristotle, 147 
Art, 50, 141 
Asia, 83, 122 
Asia Minor, 248 
Asiatics, 41, 47, 52, in, 121 
Assarhaddon, 20 

Assemblies, popular, 141, 148, 163 
Assembly of gods, 149, 153-6, 
159, 163, 166, 169, 191, 192, 
196-8, 200, 207, 209-12, 240 
Assur, 183, 215 
Assyria, 183 
Assyrians, 42, 122 
Astrology, 30, 240 
Astronomy, 91 
Athens, 163 

Atum, 18, 28, 58, 60, 62, 63, 
75 , * 5 ° 

Authoritative utterance, 66, 93, 94, 
100; see also Command 
Authority, 65, 81, 83, 93, 96, 98, 
141, 151, 156, 160, 162, 163, 
187-93, 217, 218, 247 
Autonomy of thought, 14, 19, 35, 
260-2 

A-xi-mu 4 -a, 172 

ba t 112 
Baba, 203 

Babylon, 183, 186, 208, 215, 238, 
248 
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Fertility, 29, 32, 40, 44, 47, 32, 89, 
90, 138, 214-15, 239, 253 
Festivals, 34, 213-16; see also New 
Year’s Festival 
‘Field of Offerings,’ 57 
‘Field of Reeds,’ 57 
Fire, 147, 252, 253, 256, 257, 260 
First cause, 251-6 
Flint, 144, 145, 146 
Flood story: Babylonian, 226; 

Hebrew, 64, 76 
Floods; see Inundations 
Force, 120, 138, 153-7, 187, 189, 
207 

Foreigners, 41, 45-7, 78, in, 121 
Four pillars of heaven, 54 
Freaks, origin of, 176, 179 
Freedom, 247, 250 
Frogs, 18 
Future, 35 

Gaea, 249 - 
Gander, 73 
Geb, 18, 63, 239, 250 
Genealogy of gods, 17, 28, 63, 
165-72, 184-7, 2 49 
Generative forces in nature, 29, 238 
Geography, 39-51, 137-9, 246 
Geometry, 50, 51 
Gentiles, 241 
Gibil, 154 

Gilgamesh, 23, 223-7 
Gilgamesh Epic, 23, 25, 223-7 
Gishbare, 203’ 

Gizeh, 105 

God, 33, 65, 68, 237, 241-8, 262 
God’s land, 51, 52 
Good life, 103-4, 106, 108, 112, 
115, 121, 123, 129, 217-33 
Goodness, 94, 116, 117, 119; see 
also Righteousness 
Government, 80, 83, 91, 96-101, 
108, in, 121, 163 
Grain, 143 

Great Mother, 18, 19, 26, 239, 249; 
see also Mother-goddess 
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Greece, 18, 249, 255 
Greeks, 17, 20, 42, 13T, 237, 

248-62 

Gudea, 22, 24, 205 
Gutians, 211 

Hades, 167-70 
Hair, 21 

Hallucinations, 20 
Hamitic peoples, 43 
Hammurabi, 208; Code of, 223 
Hannah, 243 
Harakhte, 58, 75, 77 
Hardedef, 114, 129 
Hatshepsut, 81-2 
Hauhet, 18, 61 

Heart, 65-8, 77, 93-5, 107, 108 
Heaven, 23, 26, 27, 50, 54-7, 64, 

69, 82, 84, 145, 149, 15 h 

168, 178, 180, 183, 186, 188, 

198, 208, 211, 227, 239, 241, 

249, 254, 262; see also Counter¬ 
heaven; Sky 

Hebrew creation story, 59, 61 
Hebrew flood story, 64, 76 
Hebrews, 39,130,237,241-7,250 
Hedonism, hi, 114, 115 
Helicon, 250 

Heliopolis, 30, 58, 60, 61, 65, 69 
Heraclitus, 252, 255-62 
Hereafter, 26-7, 31, 46, 52, 60, 

95, 108, 112, 118, 121, 124, 

128,239,246 
Hermonthis, 31 
Hermopolis, 60 
Herodotus, 34, 91-2, 130 
Hesiod, 249, 259 
History, 244, 247 
Hittites, 42, 90, 122 
Holy Communion, 16 
Holy of Holies, 30 
Homer, 249, 253, 255, 258 
Horai, 249 
Horizon, 185-6 

Horis, 26, 29, 47, 56, 58, 74-6, 

82-5 


Hu, 66, 93 
Hubur, 190 
Huh, 18, 61 
Huwawa, 224 
Hyksos, 121, 122 

Idsalla, 165 
Igalimma, 202 
| Igigi, 153, 208 

Illness: see Disease 
Imagery, 14-15, 26-9, 31, 36, 

53-8, 144, 239, 240, 245 
Images: of enemies, 147; of gods, 
i 22, 28-9, 73, 242 

Imdugud, 15 
Imhotep, 114, 129 
Immanence, 237, 241, 247-8 
Immortality, 23, 25, 56, 69, 79, 
108, 115, 118, 225-7, 239 
Impersonation of gods, 34, 73, 215 
Inanna, 180-2, 207, 214-15, 

r 224; myth of the Elevation 

of, 153; Wooing of, 180-2 
Incantations, 79, 143, 145, 160 
Individualism, 13-15, 104, 108, 
hi, 115, 116, 120, 123, 124 
Infinite, 254 

Inundations, 24, 32, 35, 44, 45, 
59, 89-90, 118, 138, 139, 171, 
194, 205, 215, 238, 239 
Ionian philosophers, 250-4, 257, 
259 

Ipuwer, 243 
Iran: see Persia 
Iraq, 40 

Irrigation, 140, 159-61 
Ishme-Dagan, 209 
Isin, 209, 214 
Isis, 26, 63, 76, 79, 84 
Isolationism of Egypt, 40-2, 45, 
83, 138 
Israel, 241 

‘I-Thou’ relationship, 12-13, 142 
‘It,’ 12-14, 49 > 58, 142, 238 

Jackal, 48, 71 
Jacob, 244, 245 


Japan, 87 
Jews, 35 
Job,242 

Judgements, divine, 99 
Judges, 56, 119, 147, 210, 222 
Judging of the dead, 119 
Juok, 17 

Justice, 17, 22, 89, 92-101, 

110-12, 116, 119, 129, 148, 198, 
204, 209, 213, 221-3, 227-31, 
237 

63, 95, 107-8, 118-19, 127 
Kargeshtinna, 165 
Karusar, 165 
Kauket, 18, 61 
Khepri, 75 

Khnum, 58, 64, 74, 96 
Khufu-onekh, 105 
Ki, 158, 186 
Kingaluda, 154 
‘Kingdom of God,’ 35 
Kings, 20, 24, 31, 33-5, 42, 50, 
58, 60, 65, 66, 71, 73-4, 77-96, 
98, 100, 106-9, in, 112, 118, 
120, 123, 129, 192, 196, 198, 

207, 210, 214-16, 240 
Kingship, 26, 73, 74, 82, 84, 86, 

89, 112, 141, 152, 193, 207, 

208, 210-13, 240; insignia of, 
83, 88, 152, 193 

Kingu, 190, 194, 197, 215 

Kish, 207, 210 

Kishar, 185-6 

Kiur, 167 

Kola, 17 

Kuk, 18, 61, 62 

Lagash, 202, 205, 210, 219 
Lahamu, 185-7 
Lahmu, 185-7 
Lamashtu, 26 
Latarak, 145 

Law, 92, 94, 98-101, hi 
Laws, natural, 13, 20, 24-5, 152, 
258 
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Legends, 15 
Libya, 21 

Libyans, 41, 87, 122 
Life, 14, 18, 23-5, 30, 32, 39, 
44 , 53 » 5 6 , 59- 6 o, 64, 79, 103-5, 
108, 12i, 124, 142, 158, 225-7, 
239; see also Hereafter; Im¬ 
mortality 
Light, 62 

Lightning, 139, 147, 248, 255 
Lions, 45, 47, 71, 205 
Logic, 14, 19, 35, 261 
Logos, 65, 256, 262 
Love, 80, 93 
Lower Egypt, 82, 83, 86 
Ltd ul bel nemeqi, 228 
Lugal-edinna, 145 
Lugalzaggisi, 219 
Lullu, 197 
Lydia, 248 

mfat, 22, 92, 94, 98,116, 119, 244, 
249 

Magic, 19, 22, 26, 77, 79, 89, 90, 
104, 116, 143-7, 188-9, 19 3 
Majesty, 84-6, 120, 151, 156 
Man: and animals, 13, 41, 52, 71, 
142, 255; creation of, 63, 197, 
248; and gods, 41, 53, 64, 67, 
71-6. 77-8, 87-8, 98, 100, 
107, 126-30, 197, 200-1, 203, 
206, 214-15, 218-23, 2 4o, 244, 
247-8; and nature, 12-16, 33- 
5, 48, 138-9, 146, 237-8, 

240-1, 248, 251, 262; and 

society, 12, 34-6, 71, 123-5, 
130, 177 - 9 . 217 
Maoris, 17, 27 

Marduk, 16, 19, 146, 183, 186, 
189-98, 208, 215, 221, 222, 231, 
232, 239, 240 

Materialism, 106, 108-12, 116, 251 
Medical texts, 25,' 105, 115 
Mediterranean Sea, 45, 83, 90 
Meger, 47 
Memphis, 31, 65 


Memphite Theology, 17, 64-9, 
93. 105, 115 

Mercy, 95, 100, 128, 231 
Mesilim, 210 
Meslamtaea, 168 

Mesopotamia, 39, 106, 108, 137- 
233 . 237 - 41 , 245 - 6 , 247, 249, 
250 

Middle Kingdom in Egypt, 21, 
115-21 

Milesians, 255, 260, 262 
Milky Way, 55 
Miracles, 44, 64 
Mock-battles, 34, 215 
Models, 72 
Mohammed, 247 
Moist element, 253, 255 
Moisture, 18, 28, 62, 63, 250 
Monophysitism, 75, 107, 237 
Monotheism, 17, 75, 107, 243 
Monsters, 20, 45 
Montu-Re, 58 

Mood of a civilization, 137-40 
Moon, 55, 56, 75, 90, 138, 146, 
147, 265-70, 196-7, 215, 238; 
see also Sin; Thoth 
Morality, 64, 68, 94, 97-101, 116, 
120, 168, 228 

Moses, 131, 241, 245, 247 
Mother Earth, 147, 150, 158, 159, 
170 

Mother-goddess, 26, 28, 158, 190, 
237, 239, 245, 248-9; see also 
Great Mother 

Mountains, 47, 49, 52; Lady of 
the, 150 
Muhra, 145 

Mummu, 184, 188, 191 
Muses, 250 
Mushdama, 174 
Mystery religions, Greek, 248 
Mythopoeic thought, 16-20, 22, 
* 5 - 3 °. 32 , 35 . ^ 72 , 187, 215, 
237-9, 244, 249, 253-6, 258, 
262 
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Myths, 15-19, 23, 26-8, 56, 59- 
64, 83, 87, 153, 155, 156, 164- 
99. 223-7, 238-9, 244, 248, 
251 

Names, 21, 62, 68, 75, 107, 113, 
172, 184, 198, 241 
Nammu, 176 
Nanna, 155, 207, 209 
Nanshe, 205 

National gods, 87, 123, 129 
Nationalism, 41, 122, 123 
Nature, 12, 14, 16, 32-6, 48, 79, 
89, 138-40, 146, 237-8, 240-1, 
245, 248-52, 262 
Naunet, 18, 61 
Neferrohu, 242 
Negroes, 42, 43 
Nemaatre, 95 
Nephthys, 63 

Nether world, 30, 32, 34, 46, 54, 
57. 69, 104, 165-70 
New Kingdom in Egypt, 26 
New Testament, 65 
New Year’s Day, 33-5, 241 
New Year’s Festival, 16, 22, 34, 
2x5, 238 

Nidaba, 144, 145, 219 
Night, 30, 33-4, 57, 250 
'Ntg-s(i~gdl~dm-me , 158 
Nile, 17, 24, 40, 43-7, 51, 54, 60, 
75, 79, 80, 82, 89, 95, 112, 138, 
238, 239; Valley, 40, 47, 48, 70, 
106, 122 
Ninazu, 168 
‘Nine’; see Ennead 
Ningal, 211-13 
Ningirsu, 202-7, 210, 222 
Ninhursaga, 150 159, 170-3, 

175. M9 
Nininsina, 209 
Ninki, 210 
Ninlil, 145, 165-70 
Ninmah, 159, 175-9 
Ninsar, 171 
Ninshebargunu, 16 j 


Nin-tu y 158 
Ninul, 210 
Ninurta, 144, 146 
Nippur, 165-7, 183, 192, 209, 
210 

Nomads, 246, 247 
North Star, 56 
North wind, 43, 46, 79 
Nubia, 21, 112 
Nubians, 42 

Nudimmut (Ea, Enki), 185-6 
Nun, 18, 32, 54, 59-62, 66, 239 
Nunamnir, 167 
Nunbirdu, 165 

Nut, 18, 26-8, 55, 63, 239, 250 
Oannes, 22 

Obedience, 104, 124-9, I 5 I > T 5 2 > 
214-16, 217-20, 222 
Ocean surrounding the earth, 32, 
54; see also Sea; Waters 
Offerings, 22,117-18 
Ogdoad, 18, 62 
Okeanos, 54, 249, 253 
Old Age, 173-4, 177-9 
Old Kingdom in Egypt, 74, 103, 

IO 5 - 8 , III, 115-18 
Old Testament, 33 , 241 - 8 , 261 
Olympian gods, 249 
Omens, 35 , 204 , 21 1 
Opposites, 254-60 
Optimism, 104 
Oracles, 130 , 251 

Order, 17, 18, 23, 32, 60-2, 92, 
139, 152, 175, 178, 240, 243, 
251 

Orientation, 51 

Origins, 16, 60, 164, 184-7, 

198, 251-6, 261; see also 

Creation m 

Orphism, 248, 259 
Osiris, 18, 22, 26, 28, 34, 56, 63, 
76, 79, 82-5, 109,119, 239, 
248 

Palestine, 21, 40, 42 
Papremis, 34 
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Parallelism of members; see Sym¬ 
metry 

Parmenides, 260-2 
pars pro toto, 21 

Past, Egyptian interest in, 35, 129 
Paternalism, 92-3, 95 
per-aa, 85 

Perception, 66-8, 74, 93-5, 100 
Persia, 248, 249 
Persian Gulf, 170, 186, 227 
Persians, 20, 42 

Personal gods, 107,128,218-23,228 
Personalism, 12 

Personification, 13-14, 22^26, 28, 
43 > 48 - 9 > 55 , 66, 81, 142-50, 
218, 238-9, 244, 249, 254 
Pessimism, 113, 231-3 
Pharaohs: see Kings 
Phenomena, natural, 12, 14-16, 
19-20, 24-6, 28-9, 43, 48-9, 
53-8, 75 , 142-8, 149, 161, 
206, 214, 238-41, 243, 247, 
252-6, 258 
Philae, 30 

Philosophy, 65-6, 70, 105, 115, 
130-1, 250-62 
Phoenicia, 112, 248 
Pickaxe, myth of the, 179 
Pindar, 249 

Plant of life, 23, 25, 227 
Plants, 14, 64, 71, 142, 148, 171, 
172 

Plato, 258, 262 
Posts supporting sky, 53 
Pottery bowls, smashed, 21 
Power, 26, 43, 68, 147-50, 156, 
161-4, 189, 192, 242; see also 
Authority 

PrelogicaF thought, 19 
Priests, 69, 73, 74, 81, 85, 87, 129, 
160, 244, 250 

Primeval couples, 17, 61, 185-6 
Primeval hill, 30, 33, 59-62 
Primeval waters, 18, 31-2, 54, 
59-62, 66, 67, 184, 195, 239, 
249, 253 
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Primitive Democracy, 141-2, 148, 
162, 196 

Primitive man, 14, 17-20, 24-5, 
27, 32, 142 

Primitive thought, 30 
Prophets, 237, 245, 247 
Proto-literate period in Mesopo¬ 
tamia, 140 

Ptah, 65-8, 75, 107, 128, 239 
Pulal, 165 
Punt, 52 

Pyramids, 31, 60, 74,105, no, hi, 

i*5> 137 

Pyramid Texts, 23, 55, 57, 63, 66 
Pythagoras, 258-60, 262 
Pythagoreans, 254, 258-60 

Rain, 29, 46, 47, 52, 90, 138, 160, 
i74, 195 
Ram, 73 
Rameses II, 93 
Ram-god, 58, 64 

Re, 27-8, 33, 35, 50, 58, 60, 65, 
74-6, 80-6, 95, 107, 119, 122; 
Son of, 81-4 

Reason, n, 19, 256, 261-6 
Rebirth, 28, 31, 34, 52, 239, 248; 
of the Nile, 44; of the sun, 28, 

43 - 4 , 5 2- 4 > 57 » 59 > 2 39 i of 
the stars, 28 
Reeds, 144 

Righteous sufferer, 223, 227-31 
Righteousness, 68-9, 99, 119, 

148, 242 

Rituals, 16, 21-2, 26, 32, 34, 83, 
89-91, 94, 104, 130, 214-16 
Rivers, 24, 159, 160, 174 
Roman Empire, 26 
Royal tombs, Egyptian, 31 

Sagas, 15 

Sages, 114, 129, 243, 250; see also 
Wise men 
Sakhebu, 81 
Salt, 142-3 
Salvation, 248, 259 
Samuel, 243 


Saqqara, 103 
Saul, 245 
Scapegoat, 25 
Scarabs, 58 
Scepticism, 231 

Science, 11-13, 20,23,105,115,252 
Sculpture, 50, 115, 120 
Sea, 49, 174, 195, 253; see also 
1 Ocean; Waters 

Sea Peoples, 122 

Seasons, 16, 32-5, 44-5, 90-1, 
138, 245 

Second Intermediate Period in 
Egypt, 121 
Second Isaiah, 242 
Sehetepibre, 82 
Sekhmet, 74, 76, 79, 80, 96 
Semites, 41, 43 

Serpents, 18, 23, 29, 34, 45, 57, 

190, 227 

Seth, 63, 76, 79, 80, 83, 90 
Seti I, 32 

Shadow, 14, 21, 85 
Shakanshabar, 202 
Shamash, 146, 224, 237; see also 
Utu 

Shara, 210 

Shepherd, 88, 101, 103, 112, 120, 
175, i%o-2, 214 
Shilluk, 17 

Shu, 18, 27, 55, 60, 63, 67, 68, 
75, 81, 250 

Shumer, 154, 158, 210, 211, 213 

Sia, 66, 74, 93 

Siduri, 23 

Silence, 125-6 

Silt, 44, 59, 184-7, 195 

Sin, 25, 96, 128 

Sin, 146, 166-70 

Sinai, 52, 244 

Sinai Desert, 20 

Sky, 17, 27, 53-6, 62, 71, 150, 
x 53, x 58, 163, 175, 184-7, 

194-6, r 2o6, 239, 249; see also 
Heaven 
Sleep, 250 


273 

Smith, Edwin, Surgical Papyrus, 
105, 115 

Snakes: see Serpents 
Sobek-Re, 58 

Social upheaval, no, 121, 242-3 
Society, 12, 18, 34, 71, 106, 118, 
125, 146-8, 151-2, 156, 162, 
168-70, 177-9, l8z > 2I 7> 237, 
240 

Solomon’s Temple, 87 
Soul, 112-14, 2 5 2 
Sovereignty, 200 
Space, 27, 30, 33, 3J, 54 
Speculative thought, n, 14, 16, 
30, 35, 36, 69, 80, 103, 143, 
148, 216, 248 
Spells, 22, 160, 188-9 
Sphinx, 87 

Spirits, 26, 63, 64, 78-9 
Stars, 28, 55, 56, 71, 90, 91, 138, 
142, 196, 239, 262; circumpolar, 
56, 57 

State, 36, 71-101, 106, 122, 137- 

216, 217, 221, 223, 228, 246; 
cosmic, 148-50, 155, 156, 160- 
5, 170, 182, 195, 198, 200-1, 
206-7, 210, 211, 213, 215, 216, 

217, 221, 223 

Statues, 29, 73, 76; see also Images 
Step Pyramid at Saqqara, 103 
Stones, 14, 142, 152, 162, 253 
Stories, 15, 17 

Storms, 14, 15, 29, 139, 147-50, 
I 53 - 7> *58> 163, 169, 183, 

193-4, 206, 212-13, 2 39 
‘Subject-object’ relation, 13 
Submission: see Obedience 
Substitution, 72-5, 107 
Suffering, 223, 227-31 
Sumerian words, 158-61, 172, 
x 77 , 185 
Sumukan, 174 

Sun, 17, 18, 27-9, 33, 43, 44, 45, 
48, 51, 52, 54-60, 71, 79, 138, 
196, 197, 226, 239, 241, 255, 
258, 262 



*74 


INDEX 


INDEX 
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Sun disc, 58, 82, 95 
Sun-god, 27, 29, 30, 43, 52, 58, 
61-4, 65, 66, 74, 76, 82, 84, 
87, 88, 93, 119, 146-7, 222, 237 
Sunrise, 20, 29, 33, 43, 52-3 
Sunset, 20, 29, 33, 43, 52-3 
Symbolical performances, 21, 73 
Symbols, 21, 56-8, 88-9, 245, 
256, 257, 260 

Symmetry, 48, 49-51, 53, 57, 61, 
80 

Syria, 42, 47, 52, 90 
Taboo, 242 

Tam muz (Dumuzi), 175, 214 

ta-netjer , 52 

Tefnut, 18, 28, 63, 67, 250 

telos y 17 

Temples, 22, 24, 30-1, 35, 48, 60, 
61, 74, 87, 123, 129, 141, 198, 
201-7 

Thales, 250-5, 257 
Thebes, 31, 58, 238 
Themis, 249 
Theophrastos, 254 
Thoth, 56, 69, 86 
‘Thou/ 12, 14-16, 22, 24, 29, 35, 
49, 58, 142, 151, 170, 238, 244, 
246, 262 
Throne, 26 

Thunder, 14, 193, 255 
Thunderstorms, 29, 139, 147 ; see 
also Storms 
Thutmose I, 82 

Ti 3 amat, 19, 156, 184, 185, 188-91, 
194-5, 215, 239 

Tigris, 24, 138, 161, 174, 185, 205 
Tilmun myth, 170-4, 178 
Time, 27, 32-5, 56 
Titans, 248 
Tolerance, 41-2 

Tomb furnishings, 46, 72, 103-4, 
121 

Tombs, 74, 85, 87, 103-4, 108, 
no, in, 115, 117, 121 
Tongue, 49, 65-8, 93-4 


Tradition, 15, 30, 41, 65-8 
Transcendence of God, 237,241-8 
Treason, 96 

Trees, 47, 48, 49, 52, 71, 162 
Trinities, 75 

Truth, 16, 49, 71, 94, 116, 261 * 

Tutankhamon, 91 

Ubshuukkinna, 191 
Umma, 210, 219 
Ut-mu-ul, 177 
‘Understanding/ 13 
Uniformity of Egyptian landscape, 
48-50 

Upper Egypt, 52, 82-3, 86, 106 

Ur, 154-5, 207, 209-13 

Uraeus-serpent, 86 

Urash, 145 

Urbanization, 140 

Urizi, 202 

Umammu, 210 

Urshanabi, 227 

Uruk, 181, 210, 224, 227 

Utnapishtim, 226 

Uttu, 171 

Utu, 180 ; see also Shamash 
.Utuhegal, 210-n 

Viziers, 83, 98-100, 103-4 

Water, 43-8, 54, 117-8, 252-5, 
257; subsoil, 32, 46, 59, 150, 
171, 189, 239 

Waters, 62, 89-90, 99, 142, 150, 
159-61, 163, 170-4, 184-7, 

188, 195 ; of chaos, 30, 31, 184, 
186, 195, 2x5, 239; of death, 
225 ; primeval, 18, 32, 54, 59- 
62, 66, 67, 184, 195, 239, 249, 
253; underworld, 54, 60, 62, 
176, 178 

West, 30, 34, 43, 51, 57, 99, 104, 
118 

Will, 14, 24-6, 33, 107, 127, 139, 
142-4, 146-8, 152, 153, 156, 
158-9, 162-3, 238; of God, 
244-5, 248 


Winds, 18, 43, 79, 90, 99, 117-18, 
138, 142, 154, 174, 183, 186, 
194 - 5 , 253, 255 

Wisdom, 81, 112, 115, 130-1, 
255-7, 260 ; of God, 244, 249 ; 
gods of, 56, 69, 86, 146, 160, 
176, 188 

Wise men, 114, 130, 243, 250 


‘Wooing of Inanna, The/ 180-2 
Word of God, 65, 69-70 ; see also 
Command 
Writing, 141 

Yahweh, 241, 246 

Zeus, 248, 249, 256 
V&gurats, 141 
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ALSO AVAILABLE 


Prehistoric India 

STUART PIGGOTT 
A 205 

This book reviews for the first time the archaeology of 
prehistoric India in relation to that of Western Asia as a 
whole. Although the great'cities of Harappa and Mohen- 
jo-daro are well known, the peasant communities of the 
Indian Bronze Age in Sind and Baluchistan have received 
little attention since the time of their first discovery twenty 
years ago. Recent work in Iraq and Persia has thrown much 
light on Indian problems, and the contacts and relation¬ 
ships between these regions are described. The story of 
Indian origins is discussed from the remotely ancient 
Palaeolithic period onwards, though the main part of the 
book deals with the Bronze Age of western and northern 
India between about 3000 and 1500 b.c. which has pro¬ 
duced most of the available archaeological material. The 
discussion of this material includes much hitherto unpub¬ 
lished evidence and interpretation, described and illustrated 
in this volume for the first time. 

The book has been limited to the period before 1000 
b.c., a conveniently approximate date that, while it excludes 
the blank period from about this time to the historic 
period beginning in the fifth and fourth centuries b.c., yet 
allows for an examination of the archaeological and lin¬ 
guistic evidence for the Indo-European conquest of India 
under the Aryans. An attempt to assess the material culture 
of the writers of the BJgveda forms the concluding chapter. 



THE STORY OF PERSIA 

IRAN 

R. Ghirshman 

A 239 

Midway between Mesopotamia and India, the 
meeting-ground of Semitic and Aryan influ¬ 
ence, the cradle of a great religion which, in 
either of its modified forms of Mithraism or 
Manichaeism, might easily have become that of 
the Western world of to-day, Iran - Persia - has 
for three millennia been a meeting-place of 
peoples and a battleground of civilizations. 

Its prehistory, now being uncovered by the 
efforts of Western and of Russian scholars, has 
not hitherto been exhaustively and competently 
dealt with between the covers of a single vol¬ 
ume in a way that will appeal to the general 
reader. Professor Ghirshman, who has spent 
many years in field research in Persia, here out¬ 
lines its story from the earliest times until the 
great wars in which over centuries the Persian 
Empire tried its strength with Greece and 
Rome, leaving the issue undecided until its 
unique Iranian civilization was reshaped and 
transformed by the Islamic conquest. With 
48 pages of plates and many line illustrations. 

5 s 


JUST REPRINTED 

H. G. WELLS 

A Short History of the World 

* 

A 5 

This is meant, as the author says in his Preface, 
to be read straightforwardly almost as a novel 
is read. It gives in the most general way an 
account of our present knowledge of history, 
shorn of elaborations and complications. From 
it the reader should be able to get that general 
view of history which is so necessary a frame¬ 
work for the study of a particular period or the 
history of a particular country. Its special end 
is to meet the needs of the busy general reader, 
too driven to study the maps and time charts 
of that Outline in detail, who wishes to refresh 
and repair his faded or fragmentary concep¬ 
tions of the great adventure of mankind. It is 
not an abstract or condensation of that former 
work. Within its aim the Outline admits of no 
further condensation. This is a much more 
generalized History, planned and written afresh. 
This edition gives the book in its completed 
form as revised by the author on the eve of his 
death in 1946. There are twenty sketch-maps 
by the famous cartographer J. F. Horrabin. 

2s 6d 


NOT FOR SALE IN THE U.S.A. 



THE PELICAN PHILOSOPHY SERIES 


The most recent volume to he published 
in this series is 

LEIBNIZ 
Ruth Lydia Saw 

A 305 

The seventeenth century is a great turning- 
point in the history of European thought. 
New scientific concepts opened up vast areas 
of knowledge. A philosopher was not special¬ 
ized as he is to-day, but was often scientist, 
mathematician, theologian, and political theorist 
as well. Leibniz, one of the most profound 
thinkers of his time, had this wide range of 
intellectual activity. As well as making impor¬ 
tant contributions to mathematics and the 
physical sciences, he was one of the first modern 
logicians. He was also a determined meta¬ 
physician, and in all the problems upon which 
he was engaged, in any field, he used the 
principles of his ‘new system’ of philosophy 
as a guide. Dr Saw describes this system in 
detail. Leibniz’s treatment of the recurring 
problems of philosophy, the relation between 
mind and body, human freedom, human know¬ 
ledge, communication between persons, and 
his examination of scientific concepts, matter, 
space and time, are here shown as closely re¬ 
lated to his metaphysical system of Monads. 


2s 6d 


THE PELICAN PHILOSOPHY SERIES 
General Editor: A.J. Ayer, Grote Professor of the Philosophy 
of Mind and Logie in the University of London 

BERKELEY (A 286) 

by G. /. I Vamock, Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford (2s) 

An introduction to the writings of the eighteenth-century 
Irish philosopher 

butler’s moral philosophy (a 244) 
by Austin Duncan-Jones, of Birmingham University (2s 6d) 

An explanation of the eighteenth-century Bishop’s treatment 
of the foundation of ethics 
ETHICS (A 293) 

by P. H. Nowell-Smith, Fellow of Trinity College, Oxford (3s 6d) 
A classification of the words and concepts in daily use and 
the connexions between them 
JOHN LOCKE (A 267) 

by D. J. O’Connor, Lecturer in Philosophy at University College, 
North Staffordshire (2s 6d) 

A critical introduction to the seventeenth-century empiricist 
who founded the British philosophical tradition 
JOHN STUART MILL (A 274) 

by Karl Britton of King’s College, Newcastle-on-Tyne (2s) 

An introduction to the teaching of this famous nineteenth- 
century political philosopher 
PEIRCE AND PRAGMATISM (A 254) 

by W. B. Gallie, Professor of Logic and Metaphysics at the Queen’s 
University of Belfast (2s 6d) 

An explanation of the theories of the great nineteenth- 
century American philosopher 

SPINOZA (A 253) 

by Stuart Hampshire, Fellow of New College, Oxford (2s 6d) 

A general introduction to the work of the seventeenth- 
century Dutch philosopher 
THE VOCABULARY OF POLITICS (A 278) 
by T. D. Weldon, Fellow of Magdalen College , Oxford (2s) 

An enquiry into the use and abuse of language in the making 
of political theories 



MARGARET MEAD 


STUDYING THE PAST 


Coming of Age in Samoa 

A 127 

During this century we have become steadily more con¬ 
scious of the effect of a civilization upon the individuals 
within it. Psychologists have explained how the treatment 
received by a child during its formative years has a major 
influence on its character in later life. And anthropologists, 
by studying man in diverse settings, have supported this 
theory with practical evidence. In order to collect informa¬ 
tion of this kind. Dr Mead went to Samoa, a South Sea 
Island. She concentrated upon the girls and women of the 
community, speaking their language and living in the 
conditions in which they live. 2s 6d 

Growing Up in New Guinea 

A 117 

On the island of Manus, Margaret Mead found an isolated 
community untouched by missionaries or foreign trade. 
Here she watched the children grow up - schooled as 
babies to the hazards of the sea, sure-footed, quick¬ 
handed, with perfect physical adjustment to life. 

Starting with one small section of human society, the „ 
author goes on in the second part of her book to the larger 
aspects of educational and emotional problems in the 
‘civilized’ world of to-day. Like Coming of Age in Samoa , it 
comments critically and provocatively on a number of vital 
problems of modern life. 2s 6d 


NOT FOR SALE IN THE U.S.A. OR CANADA 


The Ancient World 

T. R. GLOVER 
A 120 

The civilization of the Western World was born many 
centuries ago on the shores of the Mediterranean, and in 
this survey of its origin Dr Glover has reconstructed the 
achievements and discoveries of the Greeks and Romans. 
He was a scholar of great distinction who knew his sources 
intimately, and who reinforced his book-knowledge of the 
Ancient World by many prolonged journeys in this historic 
region.* ' 2s 6d 

The Archaeology of Palestine 

W. F. ALBRIGHT 
A 199 

The tiny sector on the Eastern Mediterranean coast which 
has played so outstanding a part in human history has 
yielded up in recent years so many of the secrets of its past 
that a popular summary of the results has long been over¬ 
due. Professor Albright, who has himself done so much 
to bring the treasures of its past to light, here tells the story 
of their gradual unearthing, of the building up of a con¬ 
nected picture of Palestine’s history, and of the light thus 
thrown on human history in general and on the Old 
Testament story. An introductory chapter of the greatest 
interest tells how the archaeologist sets about his task. 

2s 6d 

*NOT FOR SALE IN THE U.S.A. 



TWO OTHER NEW PELICANS 


VALUES IN THE OLD WORLD 


The ¥ rehistory of East Africa 

SONIA COLE 
A 316 

Probably more is known about the very earliest phases of 
man’s existence in East Africa than in any other part of the 
world. The geological background, including evidence of 
past climates, provides a framework for the dating of man’s 
skeletal remains and material cultures. From the time of 
the first pebble-industries, nearly a million years ago, the 
progress of human skill is here traced until stone tools 
were gradually replaced by iron, perhaps no more than a 
thousand years ago. This is the first book to treat the pre¬ 
history of East Africa as a whole. as 6d 


Islam 

ALFRED GUILLAUME 
A 311 

In this book Professor Guillaume provides the essentials 
for an understanding of the Arab peoples. He deals in turn 
with Muhammad, the founder of Islam; the Qu‘ran, its holy 
book; the evolution of Muhammadanism as a system of 
faith, law, religion, and philosophy; the varying schools of 
thought and the intense devotional life that have grown 
up within it; and discusses the changes which are now 
taking place in the Islamic viewpoint as the Muslim peoples 
prepare to take their full part in the modern world. 2s 


What Happened in History 

GORDON CHILDE 
A 108 

‘Professor V. Gordon Childe is one of the foremost pre¬ 
historians. He has travelled widely and has done much 
work of great importance to the specialist; he has, as it 
were, personally added many bricks to the edifice of pre¬ 
historic knowledge. But he has also long realized that 
prehistory and early history form a continuum, and that, 
by standing back and contemplating the whole, many 
general conclusions can be arrived at with regard to the 
rise and fall of civilizations . . . 

Tor this reason a special welcome must be accorded to 
Professor Guide’s fascinating little book now under re¬ 
view. In it he discusses the changes in material well-being 
and mental outlook which have taken place throughout 
the ages up to the break-up of the Roman Empire. He 
gives us a brief survey of what he describes as Palaeolithic 
and Mesolithic savagery, of Neolithic barbarism, of the 
rise of the Metal Age cultures, and so on until a climax was 
reached as a result of the Old World unity made possible 
by the exploits of Alexander the Great. Finally, there is a 
stimulating chapter with the author’s views about the 
decline and fall of the ancient world . . . 

‘This more than worth-while book contains many facts 
- the background material for the study; but it is primarily 
intended to stimulate thought and to help the reader to 
understand the general story of human development and, 
may be, to draw lessons which will help when our own 
civilization, now in danger of collapse, is once again in 
process of reconstruction.’ - M. C. Burkitt, in Nature . 


2s 6d 


ARCHAEOLOGICAL BOOKS BY 
SIR LEONARD WOOLLEY 

* 

UR OF THE CHALDEES 

A 2 7 

An account of the excavations that have taken place in Ur 
over a number of years, and particularly the recent expedi- 
a rr n . S ° re t L thC Universit 7 Museum of Pennsylvania 

author“ d “ ** dte °» hi P ** 

(zs) 

digging up the past 

A 4 

In this book Sir Leonard Woolley explains in detail what 
archaeology is all about, describing the preliminarv oro-a ri¬ 
sk* 10 V f j? ‘dig’, the delicate processes of getting inside a' 
site, and the subsequent analysis of the evidence Ihich has 
been brought to light. The text is illustrated by a fine series 

cove s s o c f ov T g r ay : of the "e s:: 

*£?£££% “ Ur - lBjy - 

(as) 

A FORGOTTEN KINGDOM 

A 261 

“ ew book by Sir Leonard Woolley which 
was published for the first time as a Pelican early L 1 9 „ 

It is a record of the results obtained from the excavation of 

ThhTlf?’ At< ? ana and .AJ-^in«jncthe Turkish Hatay 
with 24 plates and numer^ tgxt figuresA ( 2S J) 


A GREAT CIVILIZATION 


The Aztecs of Mexico 

GEORGE C. VAILLANT 
A 200 

The first British publication of what is still the most 
important account of one of the world’s great civiliza¬ 
tions, from their arrival in Mexico in the eleventh 
century to their fall under the impact of Cortez and 
his followers. In less than a hundred years rising on 
the ruins of old Mexican cultures, the Aztecs devel¬ 
oped an extraordinary indigenous civilization, and 
Dr Vaillant, who was for many years curator of 
Mexican Archaeology at the American Museum of 
Natural History, New York, here describes with 
amazing clarity their character and way of life. The 
book contains over 170 half-tone illustrations. 

‘Dr Vaillant has re-created vividly the way of life 
of the Aztecs, their great cities, and their customs 
and religions. His book is at once a work of deep 
scholarship and a fascinating story that all can appre¬ 
ciate.’ - The Scotsman . 

‘One doesn’t know what to admire most: the care 
with which the details are assembled or the imagina¬ 
tion which has constructed cultural and political 
history out of them. No reader of The Conquest of 
Mexico should miss this book/ - Time and Tide . 

£S 6d 



SHED BY 


PENGUIN B O O K S 


THE AUTHORS 


The authors were, at the time of writing their joint 
work, members of the Oriental Institute of the Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago. 

Henri Frankfort was born in Amsterdam, Holland, in 
1897* and studied at the Universities of Amsterdam, 
Leiden and London, and at the British School of 
Archaeology at Athens. He was Director of Excavations 
for the Egypt Exploration Society (London) from 1925 
to 1929, and Field Director in Iraq for the Oriental 
Institute of the University of Chicago from 1929 to 
1937. He was Research Professor of Oriental Archae¬ 
ology in the University of Chicago from 1932, and 
Director of the Warburg Institute and Professor of 
the History of Pre-Classical Antiquity in the University 
of London from 1949 until his death in 1954. 


Mrs H. A. Groenewegen Frankfort f also a native of Hol¬ 
land, took her degree in Philosophy at the University 
of Amsterdam and was a member of Professor Frank¬ 
fort’s expeditions to Egypt and Iraq. 

John A . W ilson was born at Pawling, New York, in 
1899, and studied at Princeton, at the American Uni¬ 
versity of Beirut, and at the Universities of Chicago, 
Berlin and Munich. He was a member of the Oriental 
Institute’s Epigraphic Expedition to Luxor, Egypt, and 
is Professor of Egyptology at the Oriental Institute; 
he was its Director from 1936 to 1946, and also Chair¬ 
man of the Department of Oriental Languages and 
Literatures in the University of Chicago. 


Thorkild Jacobsen was born in Copenhagen, Denmark, 
in 1904, and studied Assyriology at the Universities of 
Copenhagen and Chicago. He was a member of the Iraq 
Expedition of the Oriental Institute from 1929 to 1937, 
and has since taught Assyriology at the University of 
Chicago. He became Director of the Oriental Institute 
in 1946, and has also been Dean of the Division of the 
Humanities in the University of Chicago. 


PENGUIN BOOKS 
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